
Visit southsgreatest.com to view our current contest and cast your vote

Nearly 50,000 votes were cast by our readers, and the results are in. South’s Greatest Chefs—
photographed with their favorite ingredients— got our stomachs rumbling!
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GREATEST  
CHEFS CONTEST 

CHEF DARIN SEHNERT 
700 Kitchen Cooking School
chefdarin.com

as the director of the 700 Kitchen 
Cooking School, Chef Darin Sehnert be-
lieves in learning the basics. Previously an 
instructor for the Disney Institute, Sehnert 
has been in Savannah since the Mansion 
on Forsyth Park opened in 2005. 
“my philosophy in cooking I call ‘cook-
ing between the lines,’” Chef Sehnert says. 
“Meaning that a recipe is black and white, 
but cooking is everything in between. My 
whole emphasis is on understanding in-
gredients and techniques.”
why all the eggs? 
“i love eggs because of the possibilities 
of what you can do with an egg—whether 
it be the whole egg, the yoke or the white. 
It just opens you up to a huge array of 
versatility and creativity.”
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A RECIPE IS 
BLACK AND WHITE, 

BUT COOKING 
IS EVERYTHING 

IN BETWEEN.
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✱
attend chef darin’s cooking school at  700 drayton mansionon forsythpark .com

[3] MEET_OCT_NOV.indd   81 9/18/13   6:22 PM



82      southmagazine.com    october | november 13

CHEF PATRICK GILPIN 
blue turtle bistro
blueturtlesavannah.com
Before he set up shop at the Blue Turtle Bistro, 
self-taught chef Patrick Gilpin backpacked around 
Italy, learning to cook in local restaurants. His 
eclectic cooking style focuses on Southern Ameri-
can food while highlighting farm-to-table produce, 
meat and fish, like the Georgia red snapper.
“being self-taught, it’s natural to think that you 
have a disadvantage, but I’ve realized that I was 
paid to learn,” Chef Gilpin says. “I was lucky enough 
to start in fine dining and to learn under some of 
the best chefs. If there was someone that I could  
say I learned the most from, it would be Chef 
Christopher DiNello of Alligator Soul.”

CHEF KIRK BLAINE 
driftaway café
driftawaycafe.com
chef kirk blaine started out at the DriftAway Café 
as a dishwasher when he was 15. Today, he prepares 
meals with some of the freshest fish and off-the-
wall ingredients he can find, putting it all together 
in a fun, elegant package while still keeping it 
casual. So where does he get his inspiration?
“my wife is an amazing home cook,” Chef Blaine 
says. “I take dishes that other people prepare for me 
in their home and try to recreate them to feed the 
restaurant’s volume. A lot of what ends up on my 
specials’ sheet my wife makes at home.”
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WES CROSBY 
home chef 
nominated by his girlfriend, Heather, Crosby does 
the majority of the cooking at home. Heavily 
influenced by his southern Mississippi and Louisiana 
upbringing, Crosby loves cooking with peppers. 
“they really spice things up, making them bolder 
than what they actually are,” Crosby says. “I like to 
up-do what I’ve already done.”
a former furniture design professor at SCAD, 
Crosby looks at cooking as a creative endeavor, 
figuring out the right combination of ingredients to 
achieve the result he wants for each meal. 
“let me try it, let me do it. If it doesn’t work out, I’ll 
learn by experience and try again.”

RENEE VARSANE  
private chef
when she’s not busy as the event coordinator for 
The Chatham Club, Renee Varsane can be found 
cooking at The Forsyth Park Inn and catering 
private parties. Her homestyle cooking, steeped 
with Italian classics, is sure to bring a sense of home 
and comfort to any affair. 
“i learned how to cook with my grandmother, Julia 
DiDonato, and my mother, Arlene Varsane, and 
continued cooking throughout my childhood,” 
Varsane says. “Cooking is my passion, and my goal is 
to open an Italian market in Savannah with to-go 
food along with olives and cheese and wine.”
varsane believes that the best way to get better at 
cooking is to cook as much as possible. 
“have your friends over and cook for them. They’ll 
be your best—and worst—critics.”
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CHEF JEAN VENDEVILLE 
culinary and baking department head, 
Savannah Technical college
savannahtech.edu

september marks 50 years in the busi-
ness for Chef Jean Vendeville, a pastry chef 
by trade who apprenticed in France. Chef 
Vendeville, the department chair at Savan-
nah Tech’s Culinary Institute, designed the 
curriculum for the baking program. 
“making bread in the past was not my 
favorite, but I have always been proud of 
the bread I made,” Chef Vendeville says. 
“Because it was not my specialty, I started 
to work harder on it.”
vendeville believes  you should 
never cut corners when cooking, which is 
why he’s taught students how to mill their 
own grain. 
“we are making bread some of the 
students have never had before. I hope to 
someday sell to the public. What would we 
do with 30 loaves of bread?”
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I HAVE ALWAYS BEEN 
PROUD OF THE 
BREAD I MADE.  

BECAUSE IT WAS  
NOT MY SPECIALTY,  
I STARTED TO WORK 

HARDER ON IT.
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With the launch of a 
re-vamped website, a new 
retailer relationship with 
Whole Foods and a new, 
larger home behind Southern 
Pine, Perc owner and roaster 
Phillip Brown is keeping 
busy. Brown, who’s held every 
job from barista to roaster, 
has been in the coffee busi-
ness for 19 years, and for him 
it isn’t just about coffee—it’s 
about doing the best he 
possibly can every time, and 
trying to do it better than the 
last time. 

“I feel a lot of owner-

ship, and I think it’s a really 
intimate thing that another 
small business is willing to 
sell our coffee,” says Brown. 
“I understand what it means 
to own a small business, and 
you’re really protective of 
what you do and don’t do. We 
take it really seriously, and I’m 
honored, so we want to make 
sure we’re doing it right.”

In 2010, Brown was look-
ing for his first account in Sa-
vannah. Today he has over 70 
wholesale accounts, and Perc 
is served and sold in more 
than 40 local restaurants 

and cafes, including Foxy 
Loxy Café, Leoci’s Trattoria, 
Rum Runner’s Bakery and 
even the Jepson Museum of 
the Arts. 

“We looked at a lot of 
places – Asheville, Nashville, 
Augusta – really Savannah 
spoke to me more than any 
other place. There wasn’t an 
established company doing 
coffee the way I wanted to do 
it,” explains Brown on choos-
ing Savannah to start Perc. 
“Savannah has a lot of people 
who understand what great 
wine is, what great food is, 

but they weren’t serving great 
coffee. It’s really fun to talk 
to chefs about flavor profiles; 
they totally get it, so that’s 
where I started.”

So what’s next for Perc? 
“We want to continue 

to grow in a controlled and 
measured fashion. In the next 
year we’re branching out to 
e-commerce, but I also want 
to focus on quality control 
with our current retailers. 
I’m really excited about the 
future. There are a lot of cool 
things left to do in Savannah 
and beyond.”

South’s  
Greatest Perc
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✱
read about chef jean and savannah tech’s pastry sales at on page 136
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