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I am well into my entree of succulent 
George’s Bank diver scallops the size of 

hockey pucks when our waiter, Bruce, rushes to answer a question about 
the components of the accompanying risotto studded with strands of 
bacon, summer peas and sweet corn.
 He pulls out a stack of notes from his man-apron, and determines 
that, yes! the risotto’s decadent depth is due, in part, to Parmesan. Which 
inspires the question: how many waiters have you met lately, who proudly 
keep crib notes to the evening’s meal close at hand? 
 Bruce is just one indication that former South City Kitchen chef Jay 
Swift’s Old Fourth Ward restaurant 4th & Swift is custom-built to exacting 
foodie specifi cations. From the moment we sit down, Bruce regales us with 
meta-details of the menu, including the birthplace of those scallops I am 
now ushering into the great beyond. From the sumptuous minimalism 
of the ai3-designed cocoa, tan and cream interior, which lets the food 
command center stage, to the hyper-investment of Bruce in his job, to the 
Web site buzzwords of “artisanal” and “meticulously sourced,” this is a place 
where ingredient provenance is proudly proclaimed and process is part of 
the menu prose. And you can tell a lot about a restaurant by its artwork. !  e 
black-and- white photographs on the wall by Savannah artist Meryl Truett 

 DIXIE CHIC Sweet corn and swine, Vidalia onions and fried okra: the South rises again at 4th & Swift and Cakes & Ale

strike just the  right note of knowing Southern eccentricity. 
 At 4th & Swift the comfort-base of Southern cooking collides with an 
awareness of what contemporary diners crave. Which means, not ordinary, 
but heirloom Moore’s Farms tomatoes served, in the kind of ingredient name-
checking that can sound like food porn, with “Vermont feta, Lauderio EVOO 
and Himalayan pink salt.” Ohhh, baby, you know what I like. In addition, 
Mediterranean elements like risotto and calamari cross-pollinate with classic 
and seasonal Southern staples like Vidalia onions and mac ’n’ cheese. !  ere’s 
also enough swine to make Deliverance’s Ned Beatty squeal like a pig. 
 “Modern comfort food,” is how Bruce describes the fare at this 
restaurant tucked, speakeasy-discrete, into an industrial space in the 
Southern Dairies complex (in the former engine room). You don’t push 
back from the table after a meal at 4th & Swift. You stumble, giddy and 
sated. A dense appetizer of pan-fried chicken livers caramelized and bathed 
in a luscious glaze of country ham, shallots and sherry says “small plate” 
but in impact and taste, screams “mega.” A changed-daily menu o" ers 
special sides like a generous serving of horseradish whipped potatoes on 
this particular day. Another entree, the novel Tybee Island white shrimp 
accompanied by Oakview Farms grits, possesses piquant, citrusy notes 
that manage to make a typically dense item ethereal and 
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CAKES & ALE Clockwise from above: The Decatur decor; an airy Crème délice with 
blueberry compote; toothsome Alaskan halibut with beans and tomatoes.
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almost refreshing. ! e only disappointment: a relatively 
fl avorless chocolate espresso cake. Bruce noticed it went largely untouched 
and was concerned enough to strike it from the bill.
 If 4th & Swift is refi ned and luxe, then Cakes & Ale is downtown and 
funky:  it’s Zooey Deschanel to 4th & Swift’s Uma ! urman. Perched on a 
busy corner in frumpy-cool downtown Decatur, Cakes & Ale is undeniably 
a local’s haunt: both couples and families with children in tow packed 
the place on a Saturday night. Testament to the down-home charms and 
intimacy of the space, in between cooking, chef Billy Allin came out to 
lower the blinds at our table, so the setting sun wouldn’t singe our eyeballs. 
! e emphasis is on the food, though the setting has a comfortable aura: 
open shelving for the wine and glassware at a bar presided over by a 
copiously inked indie girl, and potted herbs on the windowsill. 
 Cakes & Ale takes its name from Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, quoted 
on the restaurant menu: “Dost thou think, because thou art virtuous, there 
shall be no more cakes and ale?” ! e implication being, that eating well and 
virtuously—according to the farm-to-table ethos—are not incompatible 
values. ! e menu also includes this proclamation: “As often as possible, 
our produce, meat, poultry and fi sh come from farms, ranches and fi sheries 
guided by principles of sustainability.” Cakes & Ale is in a class of Atlanta 
restaurants that writes manifestos instead of menus. OK, now we know 
how you vote. Pass the roasted chicken. A former sous chef at Watershed, 
the crown jewel in new Southern cuisine, Allin tends to dial back the 
comforting, ’50s-evocative tendencies of that Decatur gem for something 
more rustic and prone to wearing its philosophy on its sleeve. 
 ! e food really speaks for itself. Starters are whimsical, like the two 
poker chip-portioned miniature BLTs on butter-saturated homemade bread 
served with pickled pearl onions and old-timey bread-and-butter pickles. 
Deep fried okra is more generously portioned, served in a charming brown 
paper cone, accompanied with a yogurty ranch dip. If you crossed your 
Southern grandmother, prone to canning from her own backyard garden 

with an Alice Waters-style foodie (Allin worked for a 
time at Chez Panisse in Berkeley), you’d get some sense 
of the restaurant’s earthy vibe. It’s a mite hippie, a tad 
frazzled at the edges, with some signifi cant hang time 
between appetizers and entrees as the restaurant goes from 
empty to packed in the blink of an eye. ! ings tighten 
up again by the time a beguiling mix of desserts roll 
around including the famous phatty cakes, a sandwich 
of subtle cream-fi lling smashed between gingery cookies. 
A spicy frozen hot chocolate served with a campfi re-
singed homemade marshmallow also mixes childhood 
nostalgia with culinary chops. Like 4th & Swift, Cakes 
& Ale off ers some Mediterranean, farm-to-table fl air. A 
signature Greek salad boasted some tangy Vermont Butter 
& Cheese feta and an authentically simple vinaigrette, 
but otherwise lacked the good bones and inspired fl avor 
combinations of other off erings. Like 4th, Cakes off ers 
sides to round out the hearty entrees: a dish of polenta 
was as silky and primal-pleasing as a nursery pudding. 
 Main courses are equally robust and heavy on 
seasonal roots and legumes. A roasted half chicken (“Free 
Bird” in deference to its organic status) was a sublimely 

basic, juicy, fl avor-infused exemplar of that classic dish set off  by sugary 
carrots and potatoes. ! e food is honest, with integrity and more about 
contrasts than about the luxurious sauces of 4th & Swift: like how a delicate 
wild Alaskan halibut is played against hearty, toothsome beans. I counted 
fi ve varieties encircling the fi sh like a conquering army. 
 Both 4th & Swift and Cakes & Ale are part of a new Southern trend 
sweeping Atlanta indebted in no small part to people like Scott Peacock, 
Linton Hopkins and Anne Quatrano who’ve extolled both the virtues of 
Southern food and the philosophical merits of farm-to-table slow food. ! e 
recent ascendence of Southern chic of the kind on off er at 4th & Swift and 
Cakes & Ale seems to coincide with a city grown into itself, tired of grousing 
about how it’s not New York or L.A. and fi nally embracing its regional 
eccentricity. It is suddenly cool to be Southern, and the inspired cooking at 
both 4th & Swift and Cakes & Ale is no better proof. A

4TH & SWIFT 621 NORTH AVENUE, BUILDING B, 678.904.0160 OR WWW.4THANDSWIFT.COM. PARKING COMPLIMENTARY 

VALET PARKING AND SELF-PARKING ALSO AVAILABLE. WHAT TO WEAR EVERYTHING FROM DATE NIGHT FINERY TO 

CASUAL SPORTSWEAR PASSES THROUGH THE DOOR ON A WEEKEND NIGHT. WHEN TO GO MONDAY-THURSDAY 5:30PM-

11PM; FRIDAY-SATURDAY 5:30PM-MIDNIGHT; SUNDAY 5:30PM-10PM. TRY THE SUMMER SWEET CORN SOUP, TYBEE ISLAND 

WHITE SHRIMP, PAN FRIED CHICKEN LIVERS AND THE EXCELLENT ARTISANAL COCKTAILS. RATING 

CAKES & ALE 254 W. PONCE DE LEON AVE. DECATUR, 404.377.7994 OR WWW.CAKESANDALERESTAURANT.COM. 

PARKING METERED CITY PARKING (FREE AFTER 6PM) AND PLENTY OF PAY LOTS CLOSE BY. WHAT TO WEAR 

ALL OVER THE MAP FROM JEANS TO ALL-BLACK HIPSTER-STYLE, THOUGH YOU’D PROBABLY FEEL OVERDRESSED IN A 

BLAZER. WHEN TO GO TUESDAY-SATURDAY 5:30PM TO 10:30PM. STAY UP LATE THE BAR IS OPEN LATE THURSDAY-

SATURDAY AND THERE ARE COMPLIMENTARY BAR SNACKS FROM 10PM TO MIDNIGHT.  TRY THE FREE BIRD AND THE 

CRÈME DÉLICE WITH FRESH BLUEBERRY COMPOTE. YOU WON’T BE SORRY. RATING 

WHAT THE STARS MEAN: 1 = FAIR, SOME NOTEWORTHY QUALITIES; 2 = GOOD, ABOVE AVERAGE; 3 = VERY GOOD, WELL ABOVE NORM; 4 = EXCELLENT, 

AMONG THE AREA’S BEST; 5 = WORLD-CLASS, EXTRAORDINARY IN EVERY DETAIL. REVIEWS ARE BASED ON MULTIPLE VISITS. RATINGS REFLECT THE 

REVIEWER’S OVERALL REACTION TO FOOD, AMBIENCE AND SERVICE.

AFTER A MEAL AT 4TH & SWIFT...YOU STUMBLE, GIDDY AND SATED. A DENSE APPETIZER OF PAN-FRIED CHICKEN LIVERS 
BATHED IN A LUSCIOUS GLAZE OF COUNTRY HAM, SHALLOTS AND SHERRY SAYS “SMALL PLATE” BUT SCREAMS “MEGA.” 
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Summer sweet corn 
soup at 4th & Swift.

A view to the kitchen 
at 4th & Swift.
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