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And perhaps most importantly, Aux
Kitchen is a tangible symbol of the trans
formation of Ralcigh’s best-known chef.
In the space of a few shart years, Chris-
tensen has morphed from a lone genius on
a sprint to a team leader for the long haul
If Raleigh already knew what the rest of
the world learned last year when she won
the James Beard Award for Best Chef in
the Southeast ~ that this woman is a seri-
ous talent ~ now its chear she's also baild
ing & company with the legs to last.

It’s been a thoughtful evolution, “I no
Jonger do everything” Christensen says.
“The more things | started to take on, the
weaker [ was at all of them.” A shift in fo
cus has sharpened | : “My job has
changed so muxch | this point
.. 1 don't think I'm supposed 1o be a man
ager. I'm supposed to be a leader. I'm sup-
posed to lead great managers.”

Today, Aux Kitchen's Esparza and a
flect of other longrime, trusted employees
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Death & Tax

fire in the massive wood
stove, hip hop’s blari

verics are ar-
riving, and Christensen is sitting back
in her cegane and unpretentious dining
room, offering a visitor a glass of rosé, e
hind ber, words in Latin are etched into an
antiqued mirror. Yor

shimmer.

Given that the restaurant’s
reference 1o the building’s past as a bank
and a funeral home, its not surpeising to

find out the Latin isn't Plata
Dangerfield - a quote from the
speech his character Thornton Mel
e end of

to all you graduates, as you go out into the

workd, my

appreciates its irrever
ance. "Coming from this long line of peo
Ple wha never went to college” (she wee
0 NC. State), "I hink I had this conr

tion with this ... happy guy who just goc
in and buys everybody a round and doct

what he wants.

's 100 simple 1o say that not long 3
Christensen was pursuing a similar
(metaphorically buying ever 1
and doing what she wanted), but she
its true that an independent mindset
limiting the company, “At first, we cou
|_-¢.~|ll_v listen to people”™ who had any crit
icism, she says, “We were 100 young, t
busy, too immature.” she says. “Now we'se

learned how to listen, It
was advice. We dearned 1
respond.”
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in my life, and my company ... the things
that are now my goals within this company
and for my people ... 14 be years and years
Ixhind where I am™ without him. Offer-
ing health insurance to all employees and
a living wage to the staff at Death & Tax-
s s a milestone. She also wants to give all
employees work schedules that “honor our
family and our health”

The ultimate goal of that is 1o “create a
place where people want 10 come to work
We haven't done it; we're doing it. And to
stay true to that, you have o remember
that you're not done.”™

Another major influence has been Der-
ck Ryoti, Christensen hired him as general
manager of what they call the ABC Corner
Shop. or Chuck’s, Beasley’s, and Fox Liquor
Bar, all neighbors at the corner of Wilm-
ington and Martin strects. He broughs her
down to earth, and became her director
of operations in the process. "He was ab
solutely responsible for building every bit
of executive structure in this company,” she
savs. “Without him, I was going to be the
person who had a bookkeeper and a bev-
erage director, and all of these restaurants.
1'was so stressed out .. | coukl see some of
the answers, bat I couldnt see how 1o show
down enough to line up those answers”

One of them was Aux,

Auxiliary, force

On a recent morning there, a cook shiced
and roasted several cases of sweet potatocs
for the Corner Shop. Another poured mac-
aroni into baking pans for Christensen's f2
mous mac-and-cheese. AC Restaurants cx-
ccutive pastry chef Andrew Ullom scalded
acauldron of milk 1o make yogurt for Joule,
another baker cut circles owt of biscuit
dough for Beasley’s. The building is 2 hive:
All of the butchering for Death & Tawes
takes place here; sausage is made; bread is
!uk:d; meat is brined: 300-pound blocks of
e are frozen and sawed into the massive
cubes that fill Fax's cockrail glasses.
_ There's alot going on, but every task has
its place. That's a big change from the pre-
Nux‘dpa of a year ago, when each restau-
Fant’s tiny kitchen struggled to contain and
create the food it served. At Aux, theres
room to spread out. Ingredients don't rua
out, because now that there’s room to store
iall, llu;(omnyan buy in massive bulk
That ability also helps build relationships
with farmers, says Ullum, And the adda
space akso means that the company can
immvest in new equipment that wouldn' fit

Iefore, which itself saves time and money.
A massive juicer can turm a case of ¢
into Q). in five minutes; another machine
can turn ground beef into patties at warp

1t all “gives us the opportunity to get
3 Jot more done,” Esparza says. It ako kas
Christensen and her team get creative
with new recipes and techniques like pick-
ling, fermenting, canning, and curing,

When theyre ready, all of those Aux
creations get Joaded into color-coded bins
- hilack for Beasley'’s and Chuck’s; bluc for
Joude; red for Poole’s; green for Death &
Taxes = and refrigerator-trucked down-
town. At some point in the next yer or
50, the truck will have an additional desti-
nation: the wood-fired pizza place Chris-
tensen’s planning to open next door to
Poole’s. In AC Restaurants-land, at this
point, the pizza place barcly warrants a
mention, There’s simply too much clse go-
img on,

Back to basics

When an Aux delivery of freshly-butch-
ered meat arrives at Death & Taxes, Chris-
temsen §s considering several new serving
pieces to incorporate into the restaurant’s
custom handmade Haand ceramics dishes.
She chooses quickly. Meantime, cooks are
simmering sauces, slicing artichokes, and
roasting garlic and eggplant on the fire.

If you were 1o head next door and stand
oa top of the parking deck there, youd
catch a waft of that fire’s woodsmoke, 2 bit
of outdoor mystery in the downtown air.

Its that very smoke and what it rep-
resents that led Christensen 1o open this
latest restaurant in the midst of everything
clse she had going on. A trip to Uruguay
with the Fatback Collective, where every
meal she ate was cooked outside over fire,
R0t her thinking hard about the value of
simplicity.

“We tend to get caught up, as American
chefs these days, in all the different ways
we can do things, and that’s really excit-
ing” she says. “But what happens when
we take a step back? We re-cvaluate how
weapproach ingredients, and the way that
we're ing, once we're working with
that actual source of heat. | think it brirgs
out some real sort of inper beauty in the
that exists in simplicity, and that [
disappears

M“. i when we overcomplicate
e e her enough that she

: €
i willing “:mnrﬂiaw her life w0

make it happen. But not in the way she
would have before. This time, her team,
plus her partner on the project, James
Goodnight, [z, were there, Which was key
as the project snowballed, involving reno-
vating an entire historic downtown buikl-
ing, and adding the cvent space Bridge
Club to the mix. The result was worth it,
she says.

Critics and crowds agree, Greg Cox,
restaurant reviewer for e News & Ob-
server, gave Death & Taxes top marks: “Ex-
pectations for the James Beard winners
new phice were high - and it delivers,” be
wrote.

Christensen still sees it as a work in
progress. Prices, proportions, anxl reci-
pes are still being tweaked. The basement
might become a bar = the team is taking
its time with that, because the focus is
upstairs: “Let’s get in there and let’s make
some mistakes” she tells her crew: “Every-
ome working on this team is a pare of this
thing, and invests some creative energy
and is really connected.” she says. “Togeth-
er we will come up with things we could
never have imagined on our own.” Evolu-
tion shoukd alwins be underway, she be-
lieves. “Being great is a product of being
willing to be better each dag”

Greatness is a subject she thinks a lot
about. “My goal is that we ot ever want
10 be = it’s one of my least favorite expres-
sioas: ‘the best’ ... To be ‘the best, you're
done. Sounds pretty lonely to me. Docsn't
sound like the place where | can have a
cocktail after work with my friend Cheet-
ic (Kumsas, chef and owner of Garland
restaugant arourxl the corer), and we can
talk through our days and be really honest
with each othee”

Christensen sits back, takes in the scene

she’s created around her, I¢'s the product of |

prodigious talent, curiosity, appreciation
of what another culture docs well, and 2
whole lot of teamwork. It’s the culmina-

tion of years of persanal and professional |

growth. She's proud of all that, and also,
importantly, of the food coming out of
this Latest kitchen, with its emphasis on
woodfire cooking and simplicity. “I think
we have the chance here, together, to con-
tribute something to American cooking
right pow” 2

But dont get her wrong. "My goal!
Christensen says, “is that we not want to
be the best, but that we want to be great in
2 reat, Growing community. Together we
can all be great”
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