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ASHEVILLE - A fired-up team of culi-
nary students persevered through a gru-
eling series of live cooking competitions
to return home as victors.

In April, the team from Asheville Bun-
combe Technical Community College’s
Culinary Arts and Hospitality program
won the American Culinary Federation
Southeast Regional competition.

The contending regional teams moved
forward to compete in the A.C.F. Nation-
als from July 14-17 in Phoenix.

A-B Tech won the gold medal becom-
ing the national champions.

Cathy Strohm-Horton, A-B Tech’s Di-
rector of Culinary Arts and Hospitality
said in a news release that it was a “well-
earned and well-won honor.”

“This team epitomizes the work ethic,
camaraderie, and heart that took them to
a gold medal in Phoenix,” Strohm-Horton
said. “The coaches and team gave every-
thing they had — and then some — to this
competition.”

Culinary competitors

A-B Tech has won the regionals 15
times but it's the second time the college
has cinched the national title, the first be-
ing in 2007.

This year’s student team members
were captain Abbey Franklin, Yajaira
Sandoval, Ethyn Jester, Rebecca McEl-
reath and Avery Lathan.

Chris Bugher, a certified chef execu-
tive, and Bronwen McCormick served as
team coaches and chef instructors.

“It has been an amazing journey with a

very talented group of students,” Bugher
said in a news release. “From the begin-
ning of the team selection process, we
knew we had a great shot at the title. This
team has worked so hard, putting in
countless hours to get to where they are.
It was great to see these students start as
individuals and develop into a team,
forming friendships and pushing each
other to continue to improve their food
and skills.”

Nickolas Abbott, a recent A-B Tech
graduate and member of the 2023 culi-
nary team, earned a silver medal in ACF’s
Student Chef of the Year competition.

Abbott, coached by A-B Tech Chef In-
structor Stephen Hertz, C.E.C., represent-
ed the Western North Carolina Culinary
Arts Association of the A.C.F.

Abbott holds three certificates and a
degree in culinary arts and will begin his
courses to earn a Baking and Pastry cer-

tificate in the fall.

The winning menu

In a news release, Franklin, the team
captain, said that her two-year participa-
tion on A-B Tech’s competition team has
tremendously changed her life.

“It has taught me to always strive for
better and to believe in my capabilities as
an aspiring chef,” Franklin said. "Our
coaches teach us to never settle and to
lead by example. This mindset has trans-
lated to every other aspect of our lives.”

The teams were tasked with cooking a
four-course meal for the ACF judges.

A-B Tech’s national championship
menu:

Appetizer. Coconut Crusted Red
Snapper, Pico de Piña, Shrimp Empana-
da, Purslane Ensalada, Achiote Coconut
Sauce.

Salad. Petite Greens, Tomato Jicama
Vinaigrette, Spiced Pepitas, Pickled Yel-
low Tomatoes, Smoked Cherry Tomatoes,
Spiced Crema, Infladita, Guacamole Ter-
rine.

Entrée. Chipotle Prickly Pear Glazed
Pork Loin, Chimichurri, Mexican Rice and
Bean Cilindro, Crema Verde, Chorizo con
Repollo Calabacitas, Sopa de Maiz.

Dessert. Mexican Chocolate Tart, Va-
nilla Meringue, Agave Lime Mango, Hi-
biscus Sauce, Almond Financier, Mango
Sorbet.

“As captain of this year’s team, I am
proud and honored to have been a part of
something so special,” Franklin said. “I
have loved and enjoyed the friendships
and trust we have built. We all came from
different backgrounds and places, but the
moments and experiences we had to-
gether this past year are what made this
gold medal possible.”

The Biltmore, team sponsors and A-B
Tech culinary arts alumni supported the
team financially and by investing time in
the team’s preparation ahead of the
event.

“They deserved the win, and I couldn’t
be more proud,” Bugher said. “A-B Tech
has been so supportive of us from day one
and we are so happy to have shown the
country the quality of our program.”

For more about A-B Tech’s Culinary
Arts program, visit abtech.edu/culinary.

Tiana Kennell is the food and dining
reporter for the Asheville Citizen Times,
part of the USA Today Network. Email her
at tkennell@citizentimes.com or follow
her on Instagram @PrincessOfPage.
Please support this type of journalism
with a subscription to the Citizen Times .

Local culinary students win national title
Tiana Kennell
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USA TODAY NETWORK

From left, Rebecca McElreath, Yajaira Sandoval, Avery Lathan, and team captain
Abbey Franklin, with their coaches, Certified Executive Chef Chris Bugher and
Chef Instructor Bronwen McCormick, at AB Tech, July 23, 2024.
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Every year, the Appalachian High-
lands Science Learning Center in Great
Smoky Mountains National Park wel-
comes hundreds of young people to im-
merse themselves in the scientific won-
ders of America’s most biodiverse nation-
al park. A new installation invites them
and other visitors to embrace the park’s
poetic wonders as well.

U.S. Poet Laureate Ada Limón un-
veiled the piece — a wheelchair-accessi-
ble picnic table inscribed with Lucille Clif-
ton’s poem “the earth is a living thing,”
plus an invitation for readers to create
their own response to the surrounding
landscape — on Saturday, July 20, during
a tri-lingual program at Oconaluftee Visi-
tor Center. The visit was the fifth stop on
Limón’s Poetry in Parks tour, which is
bringing site-specific poetry installations
to seven national parks ranging from
Washington’s Mount Rainier to Florida’s
Everglades. It is also the first-ever part-
nership between the National Park Ser-
vice, Library of Congress, Poetry Society
of America, and a U.S. poet laureate.

“An event like this recognizing poetry
in national parks is long overdue,” Super-
intendent Cassius Cash told the more
than 150 people gathered to witness the
moment. “Poems inspire us to see beauty,
build bonds, and fill the need of our souls.
I believe the same is true for the Smokies.”

Limón said she was “proud” to include
the Smokies’ wild yet welcoming land-
scape on her itinerary and felt the poem
by her “poetic hero” Clifton to be an espe-
cially fitting tribute to these storied
mountains.

“To me she is an iconic voice that is

both timeless and deeply human,” Limón
said. “I chose this poem because it speaks
to the softness and tenderness of this
earth and a sense that the Earth itself is a
beloved creature.”

Rather than the predicted rain, a gent-
ly overcast sky spread above the tent
where Limón read four of her own poems,
as well as Clifton’s. Rooted in the tangible
— the greening of the trees in springtime,
a blue-bellied lizard sunning on a rock,
the black expansiveness of space — Li-
món’s selections pointed toward univer-
sal themes of curiosity, heritage and
hope.

For Limón, the natural world has been
a lifelong source of peace and poetic in-
spiration. During her childhood in north-
ern California, the practice of naming and
identifying plants and animals was part
of her elementary school education, lead-
ing to an “obsession” with learning the
names of each organism that has carried
through to adulthood. In that recognition,
she believes, lies a deeper sense of con-
nection and communion.

Even for those who rarely venture out-
doors, the metaphors of nature are diffi-
cult to escape — our minds are foggy be-
fore coffee in the morning, our thoughts
cloudy when we’re stressed or tired. We
weather the storm, move like a moth to a
flame, appreciate relief like a breath of
fresh air.

“I think that part of writing poetry is to
not just look for those metaphors, but to
allow yourself to receive the metaphor
from nature,” Limón said in an interview
with Smokies Life. “A lot of what I try to
do is pay deep attention and receive the
world, and then try to figure out what that
attention, what that image, what those
descriptions are telling me about my life.
That’s something I’ve been doing ever
since I was a very young writer.”

Space, then, the deliberate taking of
time to breathe and to be, is essential to

the practice of poetry — both to the writ-
ing of it, and the reading of it.

“Watching (the trees) makes me feel at
once more human and less human,” Li-
món writes in the introduction to "You
Are Here," the poetry anthology she ed-
ited as the counterpart to her Poetry in
Parks initiative. “I become aware that I
am in a body, yes, but it is a body connect-
ed to these trees, and we are breathing to-
gether. You might not know this, but po-
ems are like trees in this way. They let us
breathe together. In each line break, cae-
sura, and stanza, there’s a place for us to
breathe.”

That principle of communal breath re-
verberated throughout the Saturday pro-
gram. Each speaker uttered only one sen-
tence at a time before pausing as an
American Sign Language interpreter re-
peated the words, next followed by a
Spanish language interpreter, a three-
part wave of meaning.

“It's powerful to see people came from
multiple hours away to get here, because
they all thought this was an important
moment,” said Kimberly Smith, a citizen
of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians
and mentor for the Junior North Ameri-
can Indigenous Women’s Association.
“They all understood the power of this
gathering.”

Smith’s daughters, Junior NAIWA
members 14-year-old Jasmine and 12-
year-old Janée, helped Limón and Cash
unveil the picnic table. It was a “healing”
experience, Jasmine said.

“Today, it was a powerful day, because
how many people showed up just to hear
(Limón) speak with all the powerful
words she said,” said Janée. “I just felt like
that power was here, and you couldn't
turn away from it.”

Limón hopes that, in the decades to
come, anyone encountering the picnic ta-
ble at Purchase Knob will feel the power
of Clifton’s words, and of the landscape in

which they reside. And, maybe, feel in-
spired to write some words of their own.

“Putting these iconic poems in parks is
an opportunity to give people a deeper
sense of attention themselves, so they
might be able to be even more present in
these really beautiful, special, sacred,
protected places,” she told Smokies Life.

In this world of instant notifications
and knee-jerk responses, even the most
present among us often have difficulty
paying attention. Perhaps, by sitting at
the picnic table, reading the poem, and
responding to the prompt, future park
visitors will experience “a deeper mo-
ment of reflection” than they do in their
day-to-day lives, Limón hopes. These ex-
periences might then lead to a reaffirmed
sense of wonder and hope for the future
— even in the midst of a chaotic and di-
vided present.

“We need to think about new ways to
connect to each other and to connect to
our planet,” she told Smokies Life. “For
me, poetry is one tool. It’s one way in, and
if it brings you to the national park, if it
brings you just to a moment of attention
to the natural world around you, if it gives
you one breath, that might be enough for
right now.”

Holly Kays is the lead writer for the
29,000-member Smokies Life, a nonprofit
dedicated to supporting the scientific,
historical, and interpretive activities of
Great Smoky Mountains National Park by
providing educational products and ser-
vices such as this column. Learn more at
SmokiesLife.org or reach the author at
hollyk@smokieslife.org . Learn more
about Poetry in Parks at nps.gov/sub-
jects/literature/poetryinparks.htm .
Share your response to the landscape
around you using the hash tag #youare-
herepoetry.

Nature, poetry intertwine with poet laureate visit
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