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Bell, WHo WorkeD unDer chef lee 
richardson at the Capital Hotel, is on the verge 
of opening a new restaurant in partnership with 
Oxford American magazine. Called south on main, 
he aims to incorporate the ingredients, flavors and 
preparations from all across the region — things 
like olive oil from Georgia, benne wafers made 
from south Carolina sesame seeds, Frogmore stew, 
barbecue, biscuits and cornbread — and create a 
place that will celebrate southern foodways in a 
way nobody has quite done yet.

“Food is such an integral part of everything we 
do in the south,” says Bell. “Birth, death, meetings, 
everybody brings some sort of food. even if it’s a 
humble casserole, it’s really part of what we do in 
the south.”

Then Bell chuckles at using “we,” because he was 
born and raised in montana. But after living below 
the mason-Dixon line for eight years — two in 
texas and six in arkansas — he considers himself 
a naturalized southerner. 

Bell is not lacking for culinary credentials in this 
endeavor, either. a graduate of the texas Culinary 
academy in austin, he has worked at ristorante 
Capeo, the italian-inspired, white-tablecloth 
restaurant in north little rock’s historic argenta 

neighborhood, and at the popular but short-lived 
argenta seafood Company just down the street. 
after that he joined the kitchen at the Capital 
Hotel, where he was most recently sous chef for 
ashley’s; his final day there was new year’s eve.

now he has turned his attention to the yawning 
space that occupies three storefronts in the 1400 
block of south main street. it’s hardly recognizable 
for what it used to be: the original location of 
Juanita’s Cantina Ballroom. Bell even notes that 
there’s a pressed-tin ceiling, something he’d never 
noticed all the times he’d been there to hear bands. 
By sometime next month, he says, this shell should 
be transformed into a venue that will seat between 
80 and 100 people.

“really, cooking regionally and cooking 
seasonally has become a novel concept, but it’s 
something that southerners have always done,” 
says Bell. “one of my favorite seasons to cook is 
the transition from fall to winter, or even from 
summer to fall, because you have all these great 
vegetables and you get them in such abundance, 
you put them up — you pickle them and preserve 
them and butter, jam and jelly them.”

Bell, a robust 34-year-old with close-cropped 
dark hair and a beard, loves to talk about food, 
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especially southern food. He does so with a low-
key intensity that means you’re always being 
caught by surprise. one minute you’re talking 
about something very familiar — pickled okra, for 
example — and the next you realize he’s taken it to 
a completely different place than you’ve ever been.

“i’ve decided that fried okra has to always be 
pickled now,” Bell says. “i started doing it last year 
sometime — it was really just a snack for the chefs 
[at ashley’s].”

see? see that? pickled fried okra! Where has this 
been all your life? it’s that kind of creative thinking 
that makes a restaurant worth return trips, and Bell 
believes there is much of that kind of creativity, 
from texas to the Carolina coasts, that people need 
to be exposed to.

“We’ll have an ability to really give people food 
that they’re familiar with and maybe in a way they 
hadn’t discovered it before,” says Bell.

and he thinks south on main is just the spot 
to do it.

The joint venture started taking shape as soon as 
Oxford American magazine moved into the former 
Juanita’s location. The day he read about it in the 
newspaper, Bell called OA publisher Warwick 
sabin and started talking food.

“i saw an opportunity to have an outlet in the 
building and also a partnership with the magazine, 
to really showcase some of the things we do in the 
south,” says Bell.

The restaurant, he says, will take a cue from the 
magazine and look at the heritage of the entire 
region through its foods. That heritage is well-
documented, often by people addressed not as 
“Chef” but as “Grandma.”

“you have these huge books of family recipes 
and that’s something you don’t have in montana 
where i’m from, or even in California where my 
family lives,” says Bell. “you have these southern 
families that, generation after generation, have lived 
in the south and kind of collected this southern 
knowledge of cooking.

“everything i’ve learned about southern food 
has come from someone’s family,” he says. “The 
chefs i’ve worked with in the south, the ones i 
really respect, [they taught me] it’s so important to 
highlight and preserve this southern food heritage.”

one of those chefs is Cassidee Dabney, whom 

1300 South Main 
Street in Little Rock—
formerly Juanita’s 
Cantina Ballroom—is 
the future home of 
Bell’s South on Main.
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he worked with at ashley’s and who is now at 
Blackberry Farm, a luxury resort in tennessee.

“she would make these incredibly refined, 
beautifully presented southern dishes and say 
stuff like, ‘oh, everybody loves gravy.’ and i’m 
looking at this plate, trying to see gravy,” he says. 
“she would take these things she grew up with 
and really give them a voice.”

another chef whose dedication to southern 
foodways inspires him is Brian isaac of ristorante 
Capeo, under whom Bell worked when he first 
got out of culinary school.

“He pickles enough green tomatoes to last 
him a whole year of serving green tomatoes 
in his martinis in Capeo,” Bell says with more 
than a hint of amazement. “Come summer, that 
dude would spend two weeks in the kitchen just 
canning stuff. i think a lot of people in the south 
grew up seeing that.”

Bell has also done some weekend work with 
other notable regional chefs, like tyler Brown 
of Hermitage Hotel in nashville, James Beard 
award winner Frank Brigtsen of new orleans 
and Chris Hastings of Hot and Hot Fish Club in 
Birmingham, ala. and when you’re in the kitchen 
with a like-minded cook, there are benefits that 
extend beyond extra helpings of the day’s special. 

“it’s been a privilege to work with them, and 
they are so good about sharing their sources and 
about saying, ‘you have to call this guy!’” he says. 
“tyler is the guy who tipped me off about the 
Georgia olive oil.”

suppliers are the life-blood of a restaurant, and 
if you’re going to cook regional food, you need 
regional sources. at ashley’s, richardson made 
local sourcing a priority, and Bell says south on 
main will benefit from a lot of the relationships 
he built while there. He’s also already reaching out 
to hyper-local suppliers, so local that it includes 
some guys who are growing great vegetables on an 
empty lot only a few blocks from the restaurant. 
of course, small-volume suppliers can run out 
of things right when you need them, but to Bell 
that’s part of the beauty of it all — because there’s 
always another crop that’s in season.

“i like to write my menus vague,” he says. “Give 
you the highlights of what the dish is, so if we have 
a week that we’re not getting turnips in then we 

can switch to roasted radishes or something. Give 
yourself some flexibility so you’re not completely 
reliant on what you can bring in from foodservice 
providers, without constantly changing the menu.”

Oxford American’s sabin says Bell’s timely 
overture was more than welcome.

“as we were working on developing the 
concept of this institution, the food became the 
critical foundation element,” says sabin. “it was 
the thing people could relate to, it would put 
them at ease, and it was an integral part of the 
southern culture.”

south on main, then, would be first and 
foremost a restaurant, he says. But it would also 
serve as a cultural education facility on behalf of 
an international readership that clearly wanted 
more than could be offered on paper alone.

“We found through events and programming 
we’ve been doing over the last few years that people 
are really hungry for things we can’t do in the 
magazine: food, music, film, literature,” says sabin. 
“They trust us to create experiences for them.”

and by bringing all of that together at south on 
main, anchored by a restaurant serving innovative 
southern cuisine, sabin hopes Oxford American 
can create of itself a cultural institution in little 
rock, one that people will travel to experience 
themselves. to that end he’s creating partnerships 
with, well, just about everyone: national public 
radio, the ozark Foothills FilmFest in Batesville, 
the king Biscuit Blues Festival in Helena, 
universities, local institutions, musicians, artists, 
authors.

“We obviously have a lot of big dreams and 
ambitions for it,” sabin acknowledges, “but it seems 
to be coming together pretty organically.”

While Bell will be completely in charge of the 
restaurant, sabin says that the magazine will still 
find ways to contribute on the culinary end of 
things, most likely by bringing in other southern 
chefs who will take “guest star” turns in the kitchen, 
helping to broaden the array of regional foods and 
dishes that will grace the tables at 13th and main.

and that’s just fine with matt Bell.
“They have an incredible connection with a lot 

of southern chefs, and that’s gravy for me,” he says, 
then adds with a smile: “everybody loves gravy — 
don’t forget that.”


