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“We’re Going Out for Dinner!” 
 
By Amanda Hawkins 
 
Athens, Ohio. For its residents, the name elicits thoughts of sweeping lanes with golden-and red-
leaved trees and uneven brick streets. For its Ohio University students, the name generates 
memories of bar hopping along Court Street while on the infamous bar-to-bar shuffle. For out-
of-towners, it may seem no more than another small, impoverished Appalachian town 90 
minutes south of Columbus, Ohio’s capital. 
 
While Athens is all of these things – a cozy home, pleasant memories for alumni, a truck stop on 
the way to a Buckeye football game – it’s also a haven for worker, family and independently 
owned restaurants. 
 
Take Casa Nueva, a worker-owned cooperative that specializes in spicy Bloody Marys and over-
stuffed knife-and-fork burritos. Or Purple Chopsticks, an eclectic, two-chef run establishment 
that can barely sit 100 people, yet can’t keep its patrons away on family weekends and holidays. 
And don’t forget O’Betty’s, a hole-in-the-wall restaurant, nestled among second-hand furniture 
stores, which serves fiery tofu hotdogs, specialty sausage, robust chili and garlic French fries. Or 
Avalanche Pizza, an establishment that won first place in the USA World Pizza Championships 
in Italy in 2009 and offers toppings from classic mozzarella and mushrooms to feta, shrimp, 
artichoke hearts, potatoes and cashews. Or Village Café and Bakery. Or Restaurant Salaam. Or 
Fluff Bakery. Or Donkey Coffee and Espresso. Or Stephen’s. Or Jackie O’s Pub. Or Lui Lui’s. 
Or Zoe’s. Or any other restaurant or market in the surrounding area that offers a delicious mix of 
Indian and Mexican cuisine, freshly baked pizzas and steaming scones, food cooked with pride 
using locally grown produce and products. 
 
Often times uptown Athens’ streets are blocked by gigantic Gordon Food Service trucks 
delivering generic frozen bar food to Pigskin, Broney’s and Red Brick. Students pour into 
Wendy’s, Subway and Quiznos for late night snacks and cheap meals. But what sets Athens 
apart from college towns run by the franchises – the Pizza Huts and the Taco Bells – is the small-
town atmosphere that allows locally and family owned restaurants to thrive. 
 
“I think what [sets Athens apart] is that, especially when people appreciate great food and 
college students are looking at vegetarianism or veganism, they are going to find many more 
options at these independently owned establishments,” said Natalie Woodroof, communications 
manager at the Athens Visitors Bureau. 
 
Woodroof, who has barely lived in Athens for eight months, already appreciates the vibrant and 
energetic community. Since becoming communications manager at the Visitors Bureau, 
Woodroof now oversees the bureau’s 30 Mile Meal project, an initiative to connect the 
agricultural assets of the area with the larger economy. With the project, Woodroof hopes to 
encourage local businesses to purchase organic and locally grown produce to help stimulate the 
area’s economy. 



 
Most restaurants already support the community with their friendly environments and attitudes. 
The relationship between restaurants and their patrons is strong – people feel at home when they 
walk into the dimly lit Casa Nueva and their eyes dart from the dark tree branches above the bar 
to the stage and their noses fill with the aroma of freshly baked empanadas. More often than not, 
the bar is full with old friends sipping on a paw paw-flavored beer and scrapping six-layer dip 
off their plates with freshly baked pita. 
 
“[When I walk in] it feels really down-to-earth. It’s really low-key. It’s just about the food, 
friends and a good local beer,” said Matt Anderson, a senior Ohio University student who eats at 
Casa at least twice a week. 
 
“They do a really good job of supporting local businesses and there’s a real sense of community 
among all of the restaurants,” Anderson said. 
 
Community – the one common denominator among these independently run restaurants. Hilarie 
Burhans, co-owner and executive chef at Restaurant Salaam, believes this sense of community is 
what keeps most restaurants flourishing. 
 
“We’re very cooperative with the other restaurants. If I run out of something I will run down to 
Avalanche Pizza or O’Betty’s and get that case of sundried tomatoes that I forgot to get. And 
they do the same.” 
 
Burhans describes this interaction among restaurants as a “neighbor-borrowing-a-cup-of-sugar 
relationship,” another reason why these restaurants exude the sense of family and neighborly 
community. 
 
Burhans and her husband originally opened a cramped hookah café in an alley a few blocks from 
their current location, where they have now been for a year and a half. After the smoking ban in 
2006, Salaam became Restaurant Salaam full-time. The restaurant specializes in Mediterranean 
cuisine, makes their own yogurt, bakes their own bread, serves five times as much lamb as beef, 
and tries to purchase locally when they can. 
 
“It’s how I can sleep at night.” 
 
Amongst the established restaurants, new businesses are sprouting up all over town, like GG’s 
Bubble Tea, which replaced a sketchy bar, and Fluff Bakery, which signed a lease where a 
previous franchise was located. Ever heard of Coldstone Creamery? Well now Athens residents 
fare better with homemade muffins, cookies and mini cheesecakes at Fluff. 
 
Owner Jessica Kopelwitz, an Ohio University alumna, left Athens along with her husband in 
1999 to pursue their careers. Kopelwitz spent some time working in various restaurants after 
graduation, but never could ignore her desire to open her own bakery. She soon returned to 
Athens to work on her sister’s organic farm and started providing desserts for some local 
businesses like Donkey Coffee and Jackie O’s. As soon as Coldstone failed to renew their lease, 
Kopelwitz and her husband took a chance and signed a lease, and thus Fluff was born. 



 
Kopelwitz now hires local bakers to help her prepare daily fresh-baked goods at her young 
bakery, and uses locally brewed coffee as well as organic food from her sister’s farm. 
 
“I’m big into local. I want to support as many people who live here as possible.” 
 
Kopelwitz, along with Gabriel Fisher, one of two chefs at Purple Chopstix, Burhans at 
Restaurant Salaam, and the worker-owners at Casa Nueva, and even Natalie Woodroof, all try to 
purchase their food locally at the increasingly popular Athens Farmers Market. 
 
The Athens Farmers’ Market, which started with three merchants in 1972, is a bustling exchange 
held every Saturday and Wednesday and houses up to 85 local vendors. 
 
Ohio’s largest outdoor market has been able to survive through support and business from the 
university students, who make up more than half of the local population. But without food, there 
would be no market. The Athens area has an abundance of small, independently run farms that 
grow everything from apples to pumpkins, raise animals from lamb to bison, and make their own 
breads, pies and ciders. 
 
“The amount of things that grow here is just phenomenal. I go to the Farmer’s Market every 
week for the diversity of fruits and nuts and there are just all these cheeses and meats and 
vegetables. We’re really living in this amazing cornucopia of food choices,” exclaimed 
Woodroof. 
 
The weekly market houses dozens of growers, farmers and producers offering everything from 
ribs and wings from Adams Rib, to organic and fair-trade specialty coffee from Silver Bridge 
Coffee Company, to fresh fruits and flowers from Cherry Orchards, and chickens, ducks and 
eggs from Crowing Rooster Farm. 
 
Husband and wife Jack and Dixie Cantrell have been selling their homemade candles, soaps and 
honey every Wednesday and Saturday for the past 11 years. Karen Hart sells home-baked pies 
and rolls from her business, Hart’s Desire, using her own organic eggs and local ingredients 
purchased weekly at the farmer’s market. The market allows small business and farms such as 
these survive in an economy run by supermarkets and cheap fast food. 
 
The abundance of locally grown and organic food perpetuates a cult-like following of patrons at 
the market that seems more like a family gathering than a lively market. The restaurants that sell 
and purchase at the market also give back to the community. 
 
According to Woodroof, the combined spending of Casa Nueva and the Village Café and Bakery 
totals more than $1 million per year, which includes their payroll and local purchasing. “We’re 
trying to encourage more [local purchasing].” 
   
The Appalachian Center for Economic Networks (ACEnet) is another initiative that supports 
independent businesses by offering kitchen spaces for them to prepare and sell their food. Venus 
de Milo pasta sauce, which is created and sold from ACEnet, is now exported to cities 



throughout Ohio, and even to Canada and Japan. The success of Venus de Milo has inspired 
dozens of other businesses to use ACEnet’s resources for their own small companies. 
 
Ventures like ACEnet and the Athens Farmers’ Market provide outlets for local businesses and 
small farms to thrive. Local restaurants not only provide homemade cuisine and a friendly 
atmosphere for new and old customers, but also a means for entertainment and leisure. 
 
Local bands and bluegrass performers rent the stage at Casa Nueva to showcase their talents. 
One weekend each month the restaurant hosts an international dance night that caters to the 
community’s diverse population. GG’s Bubble Tea plans to hold Foosball and Wii tournaments 
to accommodate Athens’ younger population. Donkey harbors musicians in its cramped coffee 
house every weekend. Every Saturday night Restaurant Salaam showcases ethnic belly dancing. 
 
These restaurants are not just about offering delicious, homemade food – they are vital to the 
sense of community in Athens. The city’s familiar cuisine mirrors these feelings of home. 
Students bring their parents to these one-of-a-kind establishments because they are proud to call 
Athens home. The lasting value of these independently owned restaurants is demonstrated 
through their success in this small college town. 
 
Athens, Ohio. The name emits images of curving roads, rolling hills and short brick buildings. It 
induces memories of final exams, Homecoming celebrations and Halloween costumes. But 
above all, the name evokes feelings of a strong unified community focused on great friends, 
great environment and great food. 


