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Introduction
There is a moment, walking through Savannah’s dappled squares and along its
hushed, oak-canopied streets, when the past and present seem to mingle in the
golden light. The city’s very air carries the scents of history: sautéed shrimp and
simmering rice wafting from kitchen windows, magnolia blossoms blooming beside
centuries-old wrought iron, and fresh bread warming the counters of neighborhood
markets. If you pause, you’ll sense the pulse of a city where every meal is both a
celebration and a story, and where food acts as a living link between generations,
cultures, and communities.

Savannah, Georgia—often called the Hostess City of the South—is more than just a
picturesque backdrop for films, novels, or travel postcards. It is a place where culinary
traditions have been nurtured for centuries, evolving in tandem with the city’s social,
architectural, and cultural fabric. Here, the preservation of heritage is not merely
about maintaining historic facades; it’s about honoring the recipes, memories, and
rituals that make Savannah’s tables unique. From Lowcountry boils shared at sunset
on Tybee Island to biscuits and gravy savored in bustling family kitchens, Savannah’s
food is imbued with meaning—reflecting migration patterns, resourcefulness, and the
blending of continents and communities.

This book, Savoring Savannah: A Culinary and Cultural Journey Through Georgia’s
Historic Southern Gem, is an exploration of that richness—an invitation to discover the
flavors, stories, and people who make Savannah’s food scene so enduring and so
vibrant. Along the way, you will meet chefs and home cooks, restaurateurs and
historians, innovators preserving old ways while reinventing the classics for new
generations. We will walk through storied markets and sunlit squares, attend jubilant
festivals, and duck into tucked-away bakeries; we’ll taste our way through signature
dishes, uncover the history behind beloved ingredients, and learn how moments
around the table have shaped the city’s identity.

Whether you are a food lover, a devoted traveler, or simply someone fascinated by the
places where culture, cuisine, and community intersect, this book will serve as your
guide. Each chapter weaves together personal stories, research, evocative description,
and recipes practical enough for any home kitchen, bringing to life not just what
Savannah eats, but why these dishes endure.

As we venture together through neighborhoods and recipes, holidays and family
gatherings, you will find that Savannah’s flavor cannot be separated from its setting,
its people, or its past. Every meal is a conversation with history; every ingredient
carries the memory of those who picked, preserved, cooked, and shared it. Food here
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is never just sustenance—it’s a deeply rooted act of hospitality and celebration.

So prepare to stroll down cobblestone streets, breathe in the salt-tinged air of the
river, and pull up a chair at Savannah’s collective table. Savoring Savannah is a
journey through the senses, a tribute to the city’s indomitable spirit, and an invitation
to taste a Southern gem in all its layered glory.
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CHAPTER ONE: Native Beginnings: The First Flavors
of Savannah
Before the stately homes and cobblestone streets of Savannah took root, the land
along the river was a vibrant tapestry of ecosystems, teeming with life and sustained
by the hands and ingenuity of its first inhabitants. For thousands of years, long before
European ships dotted the horizon, this region was home to various Indigenous
peoples, whose intricate relationship with the land laid the very first culinary
foundations. Their deep knowledge of local flora and fauna, the seasonal rhythms, and
resourceful preservation techniques shaped the earliest flavors of what would
eventually become Savannah's distinctive cuisine.

The earliest known occupants of this coastal plain, dating back as far as 15,000 BCE,
were the Paleo-Indians, nomadic hunters who followed the movement of large game
animals. While their diet relied heavily on meat, they also gathered wild fruits, berries,
and vegetables. As the climate warmed, successive groups, including the Archaic and
Woodland peoples, began to settle more permanently, adapting their foodways to the
abundant local resources. This shift marked a significant evolution from a purely
hunter-gatherer existence to a more settled lifestyle that embraced horticulture.

By the time the Mississippian culture flourished, roughly from 1150 AD, the Indigenous
communities along the Georgia coast, particularly the Guale and later the Yamasee,
had developed sophisticated agricultural practices. These communities were not
simply foraging for sustenance; they were actively cultivating the land and managing
its bounty. Their settlements were often surrounded by fields of corn, beans, and
squash, forming the backbone of their diet. These three staples, often referred to as
the "Three Sisters," were planted together in a symbiotic relationship: corn provided a
stalk for beans to climb, while the squash plants' broad leaves shaded the soil,
conserving moisture and deterring weeds.

Beyond their cultivated fields, the natural environment provided a larder of diverse
ingredients. The coastal waters, especially the Savannah River and its estuaries,
teemed with seafood. Shrimp, crab, oysters, clams, mussels, and various fish like
sturgeon, bream, and mullet were readily available. These aquatic resources were not
just supplemental; they were a significant part of their daily diet. Imagine oyster
roasts on the riverbanks, where communities gathered to share the fresh harvest, a
tradition that, in many ways, echoes the communal seafood boils found in Savannah
today.

The surrounding forests and wetlands offered an equally rich array of wild foods. Deer,
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bear, turkey, rabbits, and squirrels provided a consistent source of protein. Women,
who played a prominent role in Muscogee (Creek) society, were typically responsible
for tending the crops and gathering wild plants. This included chestnuts and pecans,
wild plums, blackberries, and persimmons, which were either eaten fresh or dried for
later use. Okra and benne (sesame), plants of African origin that would later become
synonymous with Southern cooking, were also part of the indigenous diet, likely
introduced through early trade networks. Interestingly, historical accounts even
suggest that some Native Americans in coastal Georgia cultivated pineapples and
cacao, adapting these tropical plants to the subtropical climate.

Food preservation was a critical skill for these early inhabitants, ensuring sustenance
throughout the year. Drying was a primary method, used for fruits, vegetables, and
meats. Berries, herbs, corn, and squash were sun-dried, sometimes with the aid of
heated rocks to speed the process. Meat and fish were cut into strips and smoke-dried,
often in dedicated smoke rooms or over low fires, which not only preserved the food
but also imparted a distinctive smoky flavor. Some tribes also used salting and curing
to draw moisture out of foods, inhibiting spoilage. Pemmican, a concentrated and
nutritious mixture of dried pulverized meat, crushed berries, and rendered fat, was
another ingenious preservation technique, capable of lasting for at least a year.

The tools used for preparing these foods were ingeniously crafted from materials
found in their environment. Stone and bone tools were essential for hunting,
processing game, and preparing plants. Mortars and pestles, often large tree-trunk
versions, were indispensable for grinding nuts, pounding dried meats and vegetables,
and pulverizing seeds and roots. Baskets, woven from hickory or oak splints, corn
husks, grasses, and barks, served various purposes: collecting, storing, and even as
steamers, sifters, or drying trays. Pottery, made from clay and often decorated with
natural patterns, was used for cooking and storage, allowing for foods to be cooked
with water or oil. Animal hides or bladders were fashioned into watertight sacks for
boiling. These simple yet effective tools represent a complete "batterie de cuisine"
that was perfectly suited to their ingredients and lifestyle.

The culinary landscape of early Savannah was also shaped by inter-tribal trade, which
saw the exchange of food items, knowledge, and agricultural practices. The Muscogee
(Creek) Nation, for instance, had a strong history of agriculture, cultivating corn,
pumpkin, wild game, beans, and fruits. Their traditional foods included sofke, a hominy-
based drink, and sweet potatoes, which, though native to South America, likely arrived
in the South via slave ships as hardy provisions. This early economic influence of
Indigenous tribes, with their established trade routes and knowledge of natural
resources, was crucial for the early European settlers who would later arrive.

While the arrival of Europeans would dramatically alter the lives and foodways of
these Indigenous peoples, their foundational contributions to Savannah’s culinary
identity remain indelible. The rich bounty of the land and sea, the reliance on corn,
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beans, and squash, and the innovative techniques for food preparation and
preservation—all these elements were deeply embedded in the region long before
Savannah was envisioned as a colonial city. The flavors that would come to define
Savannah were first savored by those who understood this land intimately, their
culinary traditions a testament to their enduring connection to this historic Southern
gem.
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