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The very nature and face of  journalism are changing. 
Created for the advancement of  education, diversity and 
excellence in the field of  journalism, the Foundation for 
Progress in Journalism (FPJ) is designed to help journalists 
rise to meet the challenges of  the 21st century media.

Established in 2013 in honor of  journalism pioneer Dr. Jesse 
J. Lewis Sr., FPJ’s mission is to be recognized as one of  the 
premier foundations established to encourage and promote 
journalism.

FPJ is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization based in Birming-
ham that believes a strong media presence is an essential part 
of  a healthy democratic society. FPJ was formed to promote 
journalism specifically, but not exclusively, to minority college 
and high school students who have expressed an interest in 
the field. Since 2014, the foundation has placed 10 interns at 
TV, radio and newspaper properties across Alabama.

Would your news organization like to host an FPJ intern? 
Would you like to donate to FPJ?

Email: info@foundationforprogressinjournalism.org

Executive Director
Samuel P. Martin
Foundation for Progress in Journalism
P.O. Box 10584
Birmingham, AL 35202
foundationforprogressinjournalism.org

2015 FPJ Intern Quinta Goines, Troy Messenger

FOUNDATION FOR PROGRESS IN JOURNALISM
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Welcome to Tuscaloosa and to the 145th APA 
Journalism Summit. We are excited to have APA active and 
associate members as well as college journalism students from 
across the state.

We want to thank the Alabama Humanities Foundation 
for being our partner this year as we celebrate the centennial 
anniversary of the Pulitzer Prize.

We are proud of the journalists from Alabama who have 
received the highest recognition of our industry. We want to 
celebrate how their work has elevated our democracy, shaped the 
culture and improved countless lives. 

Pulitzer Prize winners joining us include Rick Bragg, Hank 
Klibanoff, Joey Bunch and Tommy Deas and other staff 
members from the Tuscaloosa News, who contributed during 
and after the April 2011 tornado. 

This year, we are honored to recognize James B. ( Jim) Cox, 
publisher of The East Lauderdale News in Rogersville, and 
Horace Moore, publisher of Mid-South Newspapers based 
in Haleyville, with our Lifetime Achievement award. These 
men, like the men and women before them, have served their 
communities through their newspapers and through countless 
hours of civic and social duties.

We are excited to present our first-ever Alabama Products 
Showcase. This year our state is focusing on promoting Alabama-
made products. We want to be a part of that effort, and help 
spread the word about the great products that are made right 
here in Alabama. All proceeds from the showcase reception will 
benefit the APA Journalism Foundation. 

Thank you to our sponsors, Alabama NewsCenter, PowerSouth 
Energy Cooperative, and TVA. We appreciate your support of the 
APA Journalism Summit. 

Finally, I want to thank our entire membership. You make this 
association as strong as it has ever been, and we are grateful for 
your support. As newspapers expand our reach across different 
platforms, we are proud to remain the top source of local news in 
any community. 

 

     Tommy McGraw
     APA President
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Pottery, portraits, food and stories come 
alive at Camden’s Black Belt Treasures 
Cultural Arts Center, which houses some 

of the Black Belt’s most treasured items and 
artworks.

Hidden behind the walls of what was once a 
car dealership, the 2,000-square-foot building 
is embellished with museum-quality artwork 
ranging from folk art paintings to landscapes 
and scenes from the Black Belt.  

“When [customers] first drive up, they 
probably do not expect to see what’s on the 
inside because the building is a converted auto 
dealership, and it looks like a typical 1980s 
car dealership outside,” said art programs and 
marketing director Kristin Law. “It’s been 
renovated a little bit, but we did just have a new 
sign commissioned outside by two of our artists. 
It’s a wrought iron metal sign with a lot of mosaic 
art. It’s a beautiful new piece of art that kind of 
welcomes people as they drive up.” 

Established in 2005, the center was started 
as a way to drive the economy of the Black Belt 
region. 

“We started as an economic development 
engine to help provide an outlet for artists to 
display their work and sell their work to help 
them become better artists,” Law said. “We also 
wanted to provide a positive image for the Black 
Belt by sharing our rich cultural heritage and the 
great stories about people who make this region 
special.” 

About 450 artists contribute to making the 
region special. When the center first opened, 

about 75 artists were on board to help make 
Black Belt Cultural Arts Center’s vision possible, 
Law said. With more room to grow, she said 
the center is opening its doors to more up-and-
coming artists across Alabama. 

“The center works with an assortment of 
artists from untrained to highly trained artists. 
We have a lot of literary artists and authors we 
work with [who are] from the Black Belt or have 
written about the Black Belt,” she said.  

Portrait artist Johnna Bush has been 
collaborating with Black Belt Treasures since its 
beginning. She gifted the center a commissioned 
portrait called “Celebrating Our Black Belt 
Treasures.” The portrait portrays a number of 
Black Belt artists, including author, storyteller, 
journalist and photographer Kathryn Tucker 
Windham, who is pictured telling a story to two 
children. 

Bush said the center has always been a great 
resource for her. 

“I have sold a few things through them,” she 
said. “They included me in the book recently 
published called ‘Visions of the Black Belt,’ 
which was great publicity for me. I think they 
have helped me and countless other artists who 
live in an area where recognition is hard to 
achieve.”

The center’s customers are as diverse as the 
artists. Visitors from all 50 states and 27 foreign 
countries have stopped by to spread wealth, 
knowledge and interests in the arts. Law said 
tourists from out of state always stand out in her 
mind because they are usually surprised by the 

masterpieces found in Alabama.
“Our customers just validate on a regular basis 

why we are here. They come in and they have 
their own stories or something touches them. A 
painting or quilt may speak to them. They even 
tell their own stories. It just reminds you that art 
can be something different for everyone. 

It’s really just this thing around the world that 
crosses language barriers, and art just speaks to 
people. It really brings us all together.” 

The Center also offers art classes to both the 
experienced and inexperienced. The adult art 
classes allow participants to gain or hone their 
skills in printmaking, acrylic and oil paintings, 
basket making, jewelry design and much more. 

“We have art classes for adults, from hobbyists 
or someone who wants to take a class for fun to 
skill building classes for the serious artists who 
want to improve their skills,” she said.  

Children as young as 3 can put their creativity 
to work as they learn about basic art skills and 
hand-eye coordination at the Petite Picasso’s 
class held once a month. Law said the Center 
provides the community’s children with a 
creative outlet. 

“For some of these kids, this is the only art 
they get because this is the only art in this area. 
If they do have art, it might be once or twice 
a month where someone comes into school and 
teaches a class,” Law said. “We’re trying to really 
build on that.”

The Center just reached an important 
milestone, and Law said she expects nothing but 
greatness in the coming years. 

Black Belt Treasures Cultural Arts Center- Camden



The Alabama Press Association connects you to your audience, offering print 
and digital advertising opportunities that we can coordinate to help you make a 
real impact. Our team believes that a multi-platform approach works best, and 
whether you want to focus on local print publications, nationwide digital sites, or a 
combination of the two, the Alabama Press Association has several opportunities 
available to fit any budget, including:
 
Print Placement Service

APA’s advertising service can coordinate custom media buys to cover specific 
markets in Alabama or any other state. We will negotiate rates on any size ad, 
preprint, special section or magazine published by the newspapers. We provide 
detailed quotes, distribute ad materials, and handle payments to all the papers. 
Let our one-stop shop do all the legwork for you using our extensive database 
of member newspapers.
 
APA Newspaper Network $400-$2,000 per week

 
Through the Newspaper Network, you can blanket the state by placing your 
ad in almost every newspaper statewide or by region, which helps you reach into 
every corner of the state including rural Alabama. The Network is ideal for promoting 
events, public awareness campaigns, unique products and more. It is the most cost-
effective way to reach people outside of your local area. Ad sizes range from 
2-col x 2” to 2-col x 4” deep.
 
Targeted Display Ads $6 CPM (100,000 impression minimum per month)

 
Our team can place your digital ads on websites based on context and/or 
behavioral categories. We can also help you add more detailed demographics to 
maximize exposure, brand value, and return on investment for your online campaign.
 
Targeted Email Campaign $33 CPM (25,000 email minimum)

 
APA does not sell stagnant e-mail lists that you use over and over. Describe 
your ideal audience, and we deliver your message to the matches in our double 
OPT-IN database. Target by characteristics such as gender, age, income level, 
hobbies/interests, profession, and a wide range of additional choices. We also verify 
and rebuild the database every 60-90 days, ensuring fresh demographic information 
directed to an audience who is in the market for or has an interest in your type of 
product, service, information or event.
 
Mobile Solutions $.75 Per Click (2,000 click minimum per month)

 
The value of mobile advertising is that more and more consumers use smartphones, 
tablets, and other devices to find information, products and services. Connect with 
customers on-the-go and active in their marketplace, targeting them by their interests 
and behaviors. Buying mobile ads by the click ensures a high level of delivered 
conversions and improved user awareness.
 
Jump in and contact the experienced sales team at the Alabama Press Association 
to help you make a splash using traditional and digital media. Call us: 1-800-264-7043.

JUMP IN. 
GET NOTICED.

Brad English       
brad@alabamapress.org        

Leigh Leigh Tortorici
leigh2@alabamapress.org                 

Amy Metzler
amy@alabamapress.org

www.alabamapress.org
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When the record industry took a hit from emerging software 
like Napster and iTunes in the early 2000s, Wade Wellborn, 
owner and operator of the Dr. Music record store in Fairhope, 

Alabama, decided to extend his work in the music business by building 
custom speakers with an interesting twist.

Wellborn used his 30 years of experience in the music and audio industry, 
including 20 years at Dr. Music, to launch Sonic Suitcase, which thrived 
from its inception and has continued to grow over the last 14 years. 

“From 2002 to 2004, all record stores were struggling,” Wellborn said. 
“Fortunately, Dr. Music survived, but I started dabbling with guitar amps 
suitcases.” 

A self-designated music fanatic, Wellborn built his first suitcase amp 
in 2002. By 2004, he began creating custom stereo speakers for iPods 
and mp3s. In an effort to keep with technological advances, the business 
has now evolved to include wireless speakers that are compatible with 
Bluetooth and airplay as well. 

“It just happened along the way,” Wellborn said. “I would say I’ve been 
very fortunate.”

Sonic Suitcase offers custom, handcrafted speakers and amps built into 
vintage suitcases. Wellborn said the idea came from the interesting mix of 
seeing a friend use suitcases to tote around his guitar supplies and acting 
on his own childhood passion for speaker building.

Since starting his new venture, Wellborn said he has found great 
enjoyment in both owning his own business and in the process of building 
each one of his products.

“I love finding vintage suitcases – I love the hunt – and then coming 
home to build,” Wellborn said.

He makes around 200 speakers per year, and although Sonic Suitcase 
is a fairly small operation, Wellborn said he sells each one that he creates. 

“I’m very particular about the sound. I still build every one because I 
enjoy trying to get better and evolve,” he said. 

Wellborn said when he first started, he worried about how he would 
make more and more speakers as his business began to grow.

“I had to stop and think, ‘Why am I doing this?’” he said. “It makes me 
happy, and if I work really hard, I can leave [the business] small with no 
production lines. That was a really freeing idea. It took the pressure off.”

The key to the company’s success, Wellborn said, is his knowledge of 
enclosure design, especially since suitcases have poor acoustic properties. 
Each one includes a solid, custom fit piece inside to enhance and perfect 
its performance. As the Sonic Suitcase website says, “the science of sound 
really matters.”

“You can watch tutorials online about suitcase speakers, but they are a 
joke. The speakers and amps in them just don’t perform well,” Wellborn 
said. “I try to give the best quality and most output for the money.”

Wellborn’s work attracts customers from around the country. He 
said he has a few dealers he partners with, and he also creates pieces for 
conventions -- mostly role-playing events like Cosplay.

Sonic Suitcase gained even more recognition last year after being 
invited to participate 
in Southern Makers, an 
annual two-day event 
held in Montgomery 
that features top creative artists from across the region. 

 “I love the fact that it’s all Alabama handcrafters, and everyone is 
dedicated to their art,” Wellborn said. “There’s a ‘realness’ and grittiness 
to the artists.”

Wellborn also said the event is a welcoming space for artists to connect 
and share valuable feedback with each other and with the handcrafting 
enthusiasts who attend the event.

“The biggest treat is to talk to the patrons about your art.  Everyone 
is wide-eyed and excited to be there -- which may be the free food and 
drink. But it seems that they are genuinely interested in your work and your 
creations,” Wellborn said. “I think that the patrons take pride in the fact 
that there are world-class artists and creative people in their backyard.”

Wellborn and his suitcases will be featured again at this year’s Southern 
Makers on April 30 and May 1. 

Wellborn said he believes the uniqueness of his product is what earns 
him the recognition from both the Southern Makers attendants and his 
customers in general.

“People have memories attached with suitcases and different styles 
they prefer,” Wellborn said. “They are also buying something that sounds 
exceptional, looks cool and is a good conversation piece.” 

The Sonic Suitcase- Fairhope
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Growing up in Texas, jalapenos were a way of life, Jay Short 
said. He recalls his father buying them by the gallon -- 
which Short didn’t even know was possible -- and storing 

them in a white container in the refrigerator. With every meal, he 
said his father would put a serving in a glass jar and set it on the 
dinner table, taking a slice and cutting it to eat with each bite. 

“Kids do what their parents do, and in this case, it was eat 
jalapenos,” Short said. 

Short said he quickly grew accustomed to eating peppers and spicy 
foods, and it wasn’t long before he developed a passion for cooking 
after learning from his mother, grandmother and grandfather, who 
owned cafes in his mother’s native west Texas.

He began cooking in his family’s kitchen when he was 12 while his 
father traveled for work. Short said his mother “was a good cook; she 
just didn’t like to cook.” So he found himself in the kitchen with a lot 
of room for experimentation. 

After a friend began growing jalapenos in 2011, Short used his 
knowledge of peppers and his love for experimental cooking to turn 
a backyard garden into 350 jars of red jalapeno jelly and medium 
salsa, which the two of them sold out of in less than six months. 

When this happened again the following year - this time with 
3,500 jars - the idea for Jala Jala Foods, Inc. seemed inevitable to 
Short, who now serves as the owner and operator of the company, a 
position he likes to call “Head Pepper.” 

“Over the years, folks have told me that my products are 
awesome,” he said. “The thought of being in the food business 
intrigued [me], so I took the plunge to create products that I thought 
people would love.”

Located in Huntsville, Alabama, Jala Jala Foods operates out of 
an FDA certified kitchen where they use their many pepper products 
grown on a plot of land in nearby Meridianville.

“We manufacture pepper products that are hand stirred and 
made with as many local peppers as possible. We try to buy all local 
jalapeños and did so this year by buying a ton, literally 2,200 pounds, 
from a local farmer,” Short said. “Jalapeno is the main pepper we 

use, and we pride ourselves on not using any filler peppers, such as 
bell peppers.” 

His business offers six different flavors of jalapeno jellies, 
including Fire Red, Mean Green, Black Widow, Blue Flame, Fresa 
Fire, a new whiskey cinnamon apple jalapeno jelly and two kinds of 
Texacan Salsa: one Medium Fire and one West Texas Hot.

Short also sells his barbecue rub and sauce, which he developed 
after cooking competitive barbecue for 25 years. 

“They make some mighty fine eating,” Short said. 
He also said he wanted to make his Texas Red Chili Mix available. 

The mix is based off his grandfather’s 100-year-old recipe, which 
Short said he has been cooking since he was 16.

“I updated the recipe by adding ground pork butt to the beef 
chuck, and this made the chili silky,” he said. “I kept the rest of 
Poppie’s recipe as written.”

His products are currently available in seven stores across 
Alabama as well as online through the company website. The website 
includes an option for ordering gift baskets as well as a separate tab 
for recipes, where customers can find instructions for dishes like Jala 
Jala Chocolate Chocolate Ganache Cake with Fresa Fire Strawberry 
Jalapeno Jelly filling and Pork Roast with Jala Jala Black Widow 
Blackberry Jalapeno Jelly. Certain products are also available in six 
Whole Foods stores across Alabama and Tennessee. 

Short said Jala Jala Foods and its products are best known across 
the state for the branding. 

“Our tagline is ‘Know the Glow,’ where glow equals warmth,” he 
said. “We make delicious products with peppers in each one. The 
goal is for people to enjoy the flavor of jalapenos without worrying 
about the heat.”

That goal paired with the local quality really keeps customers 
coming back for more, Short said.

“I truly feel great excitement when we do [demonstrations], and 
the people who try our products say, ‘That is awesome,’ and then buy 
a jar. We take pride in the fresh taste we provide.” 

Jala Jala Foods- Huntsville  
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Back Forty Beer harkens back to a simpler time before the Prohibition 
Era, when it wasn’t uncommon to find a brewery on every corner.  
Back then, you’d know the people who made your beer. Located in 

downtown Gadsden, Alabama, the brewery stands out much like its beer 
for its simple, elegant design. Plants hang from an open, wooden plywood 
porch, and the company’s mantra, Back Forty Beer Co., stands lettered in 
gold over plated black.

The company was started in 2008 on the dreams of Jason Wilson, whose 
craft beer hobby soon turned into an obsession that then turned into a 
business. The genesis of the company can be traced back to a visit to his 
brother Brad Wilson for a ski trip in Colorado. Brad had been immersed in 
the craft beer culture there. 

“Jason just took to it like a fish to water,” said Brad, marketing director 
for the company.

While on the trip, Jason met with the brewmaster of one of the local 
pubs. After a tour of the place, Jason left with his eyes twinkling and a new 
interest, a giddied excitement about the possibilities of craft beer and what 
it could mean for Alabama. 

“This is amazing. Why don’t we have anything like this in Alabama?” 
Jason asked his brother. 

After returning to his corporate job in Atlanta, Jason visited the 
breweries in every city he traveled to. Soon he had visited over 45 breweries 
in a month. Jason asked Brad, who by that time was working in Auburn, to 
help him start the company. Raising a small amount of money and reaching 
out to Brewmaster Jamie Ray for his expertise, they released their first 
brand, the Naked Pig Pale Ale, in June 2009. In 2010, their second offering, 
Truck Stop Honey, was awarded a Silver Medal at the Great American Beer 
Festival. 

“We got to work doing what it took to get it done. We didn’t have any 
idea what we were doing,” Brad said. “We all had been immersed in craft 
beer culture, but we didn’t know anything about running a business. We 
kind of faked it ‘til we made it.”

The company settled into a 27,000-square-foot warehouse built in the 
1940s and branched out; they now have 22 employees and seven types of 
beer. As marketing director, Brad handles a variety of jobs for the company, 

from bottling beer and wrapping pallets to speaking at a government 
affairs committee in Washington D.C. 

One of his proudest moments at the company was when they were 
invited to dinner at the prestigious James Beard house in New York. 

“Just to be standing in the middle of Midtown Manhattan, being invited 
to one of the most exclusive tables in the country, and brewing a beer 
specifically for the menu our good buddies had created -- that was a pretty 
humbling experience,” he said. 

Back Forty, which takes its name from an old agricultural term 
referencing the 40 acres of land farthest from a barn, is rooted in Southern 
sensibility, taking pride in the region’s culture. Rivaling the prestige and 
quality of their Northern kin, Brad said the philosophy of the company is 
showing that Southern beer is meant to be taken seriously. 

“The best thing people can understand is Back 40 is carrying the torch 
and carrying the word that Southern beer is real and it’s meant to be taken 
seriously,” he said. “We’ve known about good things to eat and drink our 
whole life. That’s who we are as Southerners.”

As one of Alabama’s oldest breweries, Brad said the company tries to 
educate consumers about the quality of craft beers.  They try to brew 
simple approachable beers, modern interpretations of classic beer styles.

“We take a classic beer style that we know Joe Everyman will like, and 
then we put a modern Alabama spin on it. We just want to be approachable. 
A lot of the breweries are doing these big double Belgium Sour Ales…
or oatmeal this. That’s not going to introduce Joe Everyman to beer in 
Alabama, and that’s what we’re trying to do.” 

Looking at beer companies’ billion dollar ad campaigns, Brad said his 
company tries to change what people think beer is. 

“It’s the world’s oldest supply chain, and it got hijacked by Super Bowl 
ads and billion dollar ad campaigns that told you beer is this yellow fizzy 
drink that people drink around football parties,” Brad said. “It [modern 
beer] wasn’t suppose to taste like anything. It was just suppose to be this 
cold, cold alcohol delivery system that shocked your tastebuds so you 
couldn’t taste it. That’s not what a craft beer is. Craft beer is a culinary 
item.”

Back Forty Beer Co.- Gadsden
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 • Experts to interview
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Children’s of Alabama 
Media Relations Team

• Garland Stansell • Adam Kelley
• Cassandra Mickens • Leighton Lindstrom
• Amy Dabbs

Call 205-638-9100 and ask to page the 
Media Relations representative on call.

Visit our online newsroom at 
www.ChildrensALNews.org.

We’re available 24 hours a day to help you 
tell his story...

Coffee and Newspapers.
One wakes you up. One opens your eyes.

#newspapersthrive
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When Jim and Alicia Storbeck started 
Initial Outfitters in 2006, they 
imagined it as a great place to work 

-- a place that would allow people creativity, 
flexibility and opportunities to grow. They also 
dreamed that it would allow people to make a 
difference in the world.

Over the past decade, the Storbecks and their 
friend Bethany Reeves have turned their dream 
into a rapidly growing direct sales business that 
supports hunger relief and empowers women to 
create their own success. 

Initial Outfitters, which offers a variety 
of personalized accessories and gifts in its 
96-page catalog, allows independent sellers, 
or consultants, to host parties in the their 
customers’ homes as well as make sales online 
through personal websites. 

Customers can choose from a wide range of 
products, including jewelry, handbags, children’s 
accessories and coffee mugs, most of which can 
be monogrammed or personalized. 

The company has gained many of their 
consultants through current customers or friends 
of current consultants, Jim said. As of this year, 
the company boasts over 1,400 consultants in 46 
states. 

“We’re really creating a lot of jobs,” said Jim 
Storbeck, who manages the consultants and their 
orders at the home office facility in Auburn, 
Alabama. “The coolest thing is teaching other 
women to have their own business. There is 
nothing like the freedom of making your own 
money.”

New consultants receive a startup kit with 
marketing materials as well as connections 
to a seasoned consultant, who mentors them 
during their first home party. Jim said that these 

connections are a great way for consultants 
to meet other like-minded adults and make 
supplemental income, earning up to 30 percent 
commission on their sales.

“It is rewarding to share strategies and watch 
their success and see how that success changes 
their lives, whether that’s paying off credit card 
debt, starting a college fund for their children or 
saving money for a vacation,” he said.

However, Jim said many of their consultants 
join the team because of the company’s mission 
to make a difference in the world as well.

From its inception, the Storbecks built Initial 
Outfitters’ mission around a focus on supporting 
charity. Since 2006, the company has partnered 
with Charlie’s Lunch, an organization that 
serves food to children and their families from 
underdeveloped communities. 

One of Charlie’s Lunch’s main objectives is 
to establish feeding stations, called lunchrooms, 
that are partnered with local churches around the 
world. Since beginning in 1997, Charlie’s Lunch 
has set up 41 lunchrooms in eight countries 
across the globe. Through their efforts, the 
organization serves 35,000 meals on average 
every month.

When the Storbecks began their partnership, 
they said they wanted their business to support 
these efforts in a very direct way, so they created 
the Charlie’s Lunchboxes and Charlie’s Lunch 
Cookbooks for customers to purchase through 
their catalog. 

“This is not just a corporate donation, which 
is why we don’t call our customers ‘customers,’ 
but ‘supporters,’” Jim said. “All of our profits 
from our lunchboxes [and cookbooks] go to the 
charity.”

Along with these lunchboxes and cookbooks, 

Initial Outfitters set up what they call the lunch 
money collection to raise additional funds. With 
their donations alone, Initial Outfitters has 
supplied funds for over 700,000 meals while 
continuing to fully support 19 lunchrooms 
in Mexico, Honduras, Guatemala, Belize, El 
Salvador, Zambia and India. Their lunchrooms 
provide hot lunches and Bible studies to over 
1,300 children in need.

The Storbecks have also had the opportunity 
to visit many of their lunchrooms in various 
countries. Jim said the children who are served 
in these areas are some of the poorest in the 
world, but giving out lunches along with lots of 
love helps them feel rich.

“The changes that we have seen in the children 
are dramatic. When a Charlie’s Lunchroom 
comes to a community, the community is 
changed forever,” the Storbecks said. “We are 
proud and humbled to have had the opportunity 
to participate in this project and look forward 
to many more communities experiencing the 
same.”

Initial Outfitters is currently the largest 
contributor to the Charlie’s Lunch ministries. 
The company has been awarded the Auburn 
Excellence in Industry Award in 2014 and was 
recognized as one of the Bulldog 100 Fastest 
Growing Companies in 2014.

As the company continues to grow, Jim 
said he is proud of what Initial Outfitters has 
accomplished, while holding true to their 
mission statement: “Making a Living that Makes 
a Difference.”

Initial Outfitters- Auburn



 Winter 2016 | Alabama Publisher | 11 alabamapress.org

Dressed in a blue and white checkered shirt and faded navy 
cargo shorts that expose his arms and legs, he stands 
facing the hot concrete grey oven. His eyes focus intently 

behind black-framed glasses. In his bare hands is a long metal rod 
to which a burning glass orb is attached. The mass is glowing, 
2,000 degrees Fahrenheit of malleable magma, as the flames of the 
furnace lick at it from all sides. Twisting and turning, he molds the 
drooping orange glass into a smooth vase.  

Cal Breed spends most of his day between the hot shop making a 
variety of glass sculptures such as vases, cups, bowls and ornaments 
and the gallery and office at his studio. As the proprietor of Orbix 
Hot Glass, Reed has turned his love of glass sculpture into a fully 
fledged business. 

“We have a gallery here at the studio,” Breed said. “We also sell 
online to our website, and we also have galleries that sell our work 
across the United States.”

Orbix Hot Glass rests on 26 acres of land bordering the Little 
River Canyon Natural Preserve. A white wooden fence and stylish 
oval black sign greets the studio’s many visitors.  The wilderness—
steep rugged cliffs, a canopy of green and a bubbling river—
provide a tranquil backdrop to the studio. A few miles away is 
the spot where Breed met his wife and co-owner Christy. Touches 
of the Alabamian forest exist within the glass work Orbix turns 
out. 

The idea for Orbix came to to the Breeds during the late 1990s. 
Over the years, Breed collected the various equipment he’d need 
for his studio. Orbix opened its doors in 2002, but Breed has been 
working with glass for 22 years. Birmingham glassmaker Cam 
Langley let him try it one day, and Breed knew from that moment 
that working with glass was what he wanted to do with his life. 
Breed, who grew up in Florence, got a degree in the art of glass-
making at Ohio State.

“It started with someone sharing the art, which is also what we 
try to do here,” Breed said. “We teach some very simple classes, so 
other young people might be able to learn about it.”

The three classes teach the basics of glass blowing, and they 
increase in difficulty. It’s not uncommon to visit the studio and 
find a child as young as 5 creating a glass ornament, or a group of 
people melding glass flowers and paper weights. Sometimes a tour 

of people will watch, huddled together, while Breed works in the 
shop. The studio has a gift shop that sells vases, paper weights and 
decorative glass balls. 

Once a week, Breed makes a crucible full of clear glass, and from 
there, he and the two employees he shares the hot shop with will 
work out of that crucible. They add colors to the glass, creating 
blue and red ornaments or pink-tinged flowers. Once the glass is 
finished, they put the piece in an oven to cool down slowly so it 
won’t crack. 

“There’s kind of layers in the 
process,” he said. “For the most part, 
it’s all my ideas, just what I enjoy 
making. We do, from time to time, 
do some custom requests, but for the 
most part, it’s what I like to make.”

One of the hardest pieces Breed 
has worked on was a basketball-sized 
glass walnut that took over a month 
to build. He said the walnut, which 
costs $21,000, is still in his studio. 

“That was kind of a huge 
challenge,” Breed said, but he said it’s 
hard to say what his biggest challenge has been. “Once we’ve done 
it, it’s not as challenging as it was. Typically the most challenging is 
the ideas I have that I haven’t quite made yet.

Breed’s studio has been a breeding place for his ideas. On a 
typical day, he works on anything from glass ornaments to more 
intricate designs. While he enjoys dabbling in other forms of 
art, glass-making is his passion. His work is sold throughout the 
country through art galleries and online. His work ranges from $15 
for small glass ornaments to works that range in the thousands, 
like the walnut. 

Existing on the cusps of nature, Orbix is Breed’s playground 
where he can act as a mad scientist of sorts, as an artist and as a 
businessman. 

“You might have an idea for years, and it might take a long time 
to actually be able to create it,” Breed said. He said while there’s 
always a risk of failure, “the risk and reward are equal on both 
sides.”

Orbix Hot Glass- Fort Payne
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Revival Coffee Company is a small batch coffee roaster with a 
purpose. That purpose, according to the company’s founder Ryan 
Bergeron, is to see people’s lives redeemed. 

Operating out of Selma, Alabama, Revival Coffee Company was founded 
in October 2014, and it was a long, winding road that led Bergeron to the 
coffee industry. Bergeron was working a sales job in Anniston, unhappy 
sitting in a cubicle eight hours a day, and he decided to move his family 
back to Selma, his hometown. In Selma he started working in construction, 
but Bergeron said he still did not feel fulfilled. He felt a spiritual calling 
to do more.

“I was unhappy where I was, and I started praying for freedom,” 
Bergeron said.

He started putting in job applications wherever and whenever he could, 
but he could not land any jobs. He said he was always turned down, for 
some crazy reason or another.

“I was not feeling led in any direction,” Bergeron said. “So I told God 
that I would wait for him to bring something to me.”

Eventually Bergeron’s patience paid off. Early in 2014, a friend came to 
him with an idea for a new business in Selma. He said he prayed about it 
and eventually took steps toward opening a local coffee-roasting company.

Bergeron said he dove in headfirst and started researching his newly 
acquired trade.

“I knew next to nothing about the coffee business,” Bergeron said, “but 
I found out that I had a distant relative in Louisiana who had been roasting 
for 30 years.”

Bergeron went to Louisiana to learn under his relative before he even 
purchased a roaster. He knew that learning to roast was not enough. So 
he signed up to learn more about cupping at a coffee cupping and roasting 
school in Vermont. Unfortunately, the course he signed up for was 
cancelled. Bergeron said that he knew that these were very important skills 
to learn, so he called the school to see if he could still enroll in the course. 

“They allowed me to come up for one-on-one training, and I ended up 
training with Mane Alves, who is one of the top cuppers in the world and 
an international coffee tasting judge.”

He said that on one of the last days of his training, Alves told him he 

did not usually train people one-on-one and that he did not know what had 
compelled him to do it.

“When he told me that I remembered thinking, ‘Jesus looks after fools 
and drunks, and I am a fool,’” Bergeron said.

Bergeron was also able to train with a roaster in New York who had built 
his company from the ground up as well. 

He said he had some trouble trying to think of a name.
“It had been a long time since I had to be creative,” Bergeron said. “I 

was lying in bed one night, praying, and this thought popped into my head: 
‘Revival Coffee, awakening a nation.’”

He said that the name works on two different levels. 
“Coffee revives people in the morning,” said Bergeron, with a chuckle, 

“and it fits with my heart and what I want to do with this company, reviving 
and waking up a community.”

That purpose of reviving his community and redeeming lives is at the 
heart of Bergeron’s business.

Revival Coffee Company roasts five different blends of coffee: the 
Integrity Blend, the Redemption Blend, the Restoration Blend, the Revival 
Blend and the Salvation Blend. For each blend, 10% of the profits go 
to a specific mission or charity. Bergeron said many coffee roasters do 
something similar. They donate proceeds to areas where their coffee comes 
from, which usually is somewhere in the developing world. 

“I love that, but this country has a lot of issues that need awareness 
brought to them,” he said. 

Bergeron wants to help with local issues, so Revival Coffee Company 
partners with ministries and charities on a more local level. 

He said that owning a roasting company is definitely not what he 
expected in life.

“It was a big change going from working construction to owning a 
coffee company,” Bergeron said.

He said that he sometimes prays about what Revival Coffee Company 
was all about.

“I feel [God] spoke to my heart and said, ‘It’s all for good.’ And I am 
dedicated to running Revival Coffee Company in that way.”

Revival Coffee Company- Selma
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The origin tale behind the founding of the Whitfield Food 
Company and its Alaga brand syrup is almost as sweet as 
the syrup itself.

“It is a love story at its roots,” said Chris Ragusa, the company’s 
vice president of sales. 

According to the story, a Georgia man named Louis Broughton 
Whitfield created a tasty cane-flavored syrup and entered it in 
a contest at the Georgia State Fair. Ragusa said that at the same 
time Whitfield was winning a blue ribbon for his syrup, he was also 
falling in love with a girl from Montgomery, Alabama, named Willie 
Vandiver. Vandiver convinced Whitfield to take his syrup to market.

“They were later married, and in 1906 they founded the Alabama-
Georgia Syrup Company to commemorate their union,” Ragusa 
said. “The name they chose for their blue ribbon winning syrup 
was Alaga, a combination of the abbreviations for Alabama and 
Georgia.”

That’s how one of the oldest consumer product manufacturers in 
Alabama was born. Ragusa said that the company still honors the 
Whitfield love story today, through their logo.

“We still commemorate that union by including their clasped 
hands, a blue ribbon, a fan of wheat signifying the many uses of 
Alaga and the name they created on the label of our Alaga Original 
Cane Flavored Syrup,” he said.

The Whitfield Food Company has now been in operation for 
110 years and is still based out of Montgomery. According to the 
Alaga Syrup website, the company started out in a small 70-foot by 
100-foot building with just two other employees. Now the company 
employs around 150 people and occupies almost 27 acres. 

Ragusa said that over the 110 years, business grew quickly and 
sales soared, resulting in expansions to new plants in Birmingham 
and Dallas, Texas. 

A key factor in the success of the company was its famous 
spokespersons. Celebrities from Willie Mays and Hank Aaron to 
Nat King Cole and Bear Bryant have served as spokespersons for 

the company at some point in time.
“Having famous spokespeople was a large part of our history 

and marketing and is a source of great pride,” Ragusa said. “The 
Whitfield family had relationships that were remarkable with 
famous people of that time.”

He said the history of the Alaga Syrup is deep in those relationships 
and that private jets and exotic trips were not uncommon. 

Eventually, Ragusa said, the company stopped using high-profile 
spokespeople mainly as a cost-cutting measure as syrup sales 
dropped and consumer tastes changed. As vice president of sales, 
Ragusa manages marketing and advertising among other aspects of 
the company. He said he has considered revisiting the use of famous 
spokespeople.

“I have reached out to a few agents to gauge interest and feasibility 
of some of the many home-grown celebrities and athletically 
talented individuals in Alabama,” Ragusa said. “As of today we do 
not have anyone under contract, but the future is bright, and the 
options are plentiful.”

Ragusa said that over the past 25 years, the co-packaging side of 
the company has overtaken the syrup side in revenue. The company 
has major contracts with PepsiCo producing the Gatorade and 
Tropicana brands, Campbell’s V8 Splash, and Nestle Sweet Leaf 
Teas, and Ragusa said this side of the business is the driving force 
behind the company’s success today. Whitfield Food Company has 
received several prestigious awards for their expertise and efficiency 
in the co-packaging department, including Co-packer of the Year 
for PepsiCo in two out of the last five years.

Ragusa said that while the co-packaging side of the business 
has become more prominent recently, he wants to convey that the 
company still produces syrups of the highest quality and taste.

“All of our products are 100 percent produced in Alabama,” 
Ragusa said. “Alaga will always be, just like our motto says, ‘Alaga 
-- The Sweetness of the South.’”

 

Alaga Syrup- Montgomery
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Whether it’s cakes, pies, brownies or just food in general, 
everyone believes in their heart of hearts that their 
grandmothers’ recipes are the best. Not everyone acts on 

that belief though. Robert Armstrong did. 
For Armstrong, it was his Gammy Momma’s cookies (pronounced 

Gah-mee). He recalls family get-togethers when everyone would crawl 
all over each other to get to his grandmother’s cookies.

“We were at a Christmas get-together, and we were eating the 
cookies, and my dad just made the comment, ‘Momma, you ought to 
market these cookies because these things are good,’” said Armstrong. 
“I thought to myself, that is a good idea; I think that would work.”

Armstrong said he promised his grandmother when he was younger 
that he would make a million dollars off of her cookies.  

Armstrong, originally from Selma, Alabama, graduated from the 
University of Alabama in 2008 and immediately started working a sales 
job in Birmingham. However, he said his heart was not quite in it. It 
was back home in Selma. So in May 2009 he quit his job in Birmingham 
and moved home to try his hand at entrepreneurship. 

After exhausting several business ideas, Armstrong decided it was 
time to try selling his grandmother’s cookies. He spent a few weeks 
working with his grandmother, learning everything there was to know 
about how to bake her cookies. He found an old restaurant in Selma’s 
historic district, took a loan against his Toyota 4Runner for $8,000 and 
opened the Selma Good Company, LLC.

Armstrong said the early years were hard. He had to do everything, 
from inventory, delivery, marketing and baking, all on his own. He 
would sometimes have to bake from 3 in the morning to 11:30 at night 
to keep up with larger orders. Business was good and growing fast -- too 
fast, it turned out. Due to the small size of the operation, Armstrong 
had to close down shop and put everything on hold for a while until he 
could figure out what to do next. 

In October 2013, Armstrong opened up shop again and re-launched 
the cookies under the name G Mommas in honor of his grandmother. 
G Mommas bakes two types of cookies: the chocolate chip with 

pecans, which Armstrong said was his grandmother’s go-to cookie for 
family gatherings, and the buddascotch oatmeal. He had to outsource 
the baking to a bakery in Pennsylvania, but Armstrong said this was 
a necessary step to get the wider distribution and brand exposure the 
company needed. He is currently working on bringing the baking back 
to Selma.

Armstrong said that the driving force behind starting Selma Good 
and G Momma’s Cookies is to help revive Selma.

Selma, best-known for its involvement in the Civil Rights Movement, 
is in the Black Belt of Alabama, a rural area that includes some of the 
poorest counties in the country. Armstrong said that his home town 
has suffered an economic decline over the past 40 years, and a big 
reason why is that people do not move back to Selma after college due 
to a lack of opportunity.

“Everybody leaves Selma and moves to places like Birmingham, 
Atlanta and Nashville,” Armstrong said. 

Armstrong said he knows Selma has potential. He said that it has 
always been a passion of his to see his hometown come alive and to 
reach that potential. 

“Everyone who leaves loves this place,” Armstrong said. “We need 
people to come back, we need them to see that they do not have to 
move to a big city to be successful and to have a successful business.”

G Mommas is a good example. When Armstrong started the 
company, his grandmother’s cookies were available only in three stores 
in Alabama. Now G Mommas Southern Style Bite Size Cookies are in 
35 stores around the state, as well as 253 Wal-Marts and 700 Cracker 
Barrels all across the United States.

Armstrong hopes that Selma Good and G Mommas Cookies can 
help bring Selma back.

“I believe that we have the best cookies you will find in a package,” 
said Armstrong. “But it is really all about elevating the image of Selma 
and honoring my grandmother.”

G Mommas Cookies- Selma



16 | Alabama Publisher | Winter 2016

Jim Cox is a native and life-long 
resident of Rogersville, growing up 
at the home place of his great-great 
grandfather.

As a young boy, he held a variety 
of jobs including yard work, 
assisting at the casket factory and 
the taxi service, and working at the 
local Piggly Wiggly.

Cox graduated from Lauderdale 
County High School in 1965. He 

was a member of the Beta Club, the Science Club, and played the 
tuba in the band.

In his senior year, he was selected as a Boys State representative 
and was the recipient of the Citizenship Award.

Cox attended college at Florence State College, which is now the 
University of North Alabama, and during that time served in the 
Alabama National Guard.

While he was in college, he became reacquainted with a former 
coworker at the Piggly Wiggly, Phyllis Brown. They were married 
in 1970. 

Cox graduated with a degree in political science and began his 
working career teaching math and English at Lauderdale County 
High School. At the same time worked at the East Lauderdale 
News, where Phyllis also worked. 

Cox bought the paper from Morgan Beasley Thompson, and in 
1977, became the full-time editor and publisher.

In that role for almost 40 years now, Cox has covered all parts 
of life in the northwest Alabama community of Rogersville. His 
newspaper is known for its charm and human interest stories. He 
particularly enjoys interviewing World War II and Vietnam veterans. 

Outside of the newspaper, Cox served three terms on the 
Rogersville Town Council, on the board of Riverbend Mental 
Health Center, and is a member of the Rogersville Jaycees. He is a 
member of the First Baptist of Church in Rogersville where he has 
served as an usher and taught an adult Sunday School class.

Cox was awarded the Alabama Mountain Lakes Association 
Chairman Cup PEAK Award in 2007, and in 2010 was recognized 
for outstanding coverage of Alabama agriculture by ALFA with its 
Communication Award for Print Journalism. 

The Coxes have two sons, Brady and Wesley, and they are proud 
that both are part of the family business. 

James B. (Jim) Cox

Horace Moore grew up in 
Winston County and began his 
newspaper career in 1964. He rose 
through the ranks of the newspaper 
business doing every job including 
sweeping floors, setting type, 
running a press, writing and 
proofreading stories, creating 
ads and delivering papers. His 
company, Mid-South Newspapers, 
owns two bi-weekly newspapers, 

the Northwest Alabamian in Haleyville and the Journal Record 
which has offices in Hamilton and Winfield. He also has three 
weekly newspapers, The Times-Record in Fayette, the Pickens 
County Herald in Carrollton and the Winston County News in 
Double Springs. His company also operates a large grocery store 
commercial printing operation, which is produced by the company’s 
three presses. 

Moore is known for his innovation and belief that technology 
advances work efficiency and quality. His newspapers were among 
the first to use Apple computers, and he quickly ditched the 
darkroom when digital cameras came on the scene. He will also put 
on coveralls and fix the press when there is a break down.

Moore’s service to his community goes beyond his newspapers. 
In 2001, he worked with city and county elected officials as well as 
business leaders to establish the Industrial Association of Winston 
County to help bring industry to the area. 

Moore was heavily involved in the revitalization efforts in 
downtown Haleyville following a devastating tornado in 2001. He 
visited communities of similar size, worked with planners from 
Auburn University and the University of Alabama, and brought 
together elected officials from Washington D.C. and Montgomery 
to formulate and execute a plan to get downtown Haleyville back on 
its feet. In 2003, he was named Citizen of the Year by the Haleyville 
Civitan Club. 

Moore has worked with youth sports through the Dixie 
Youth Baseball Association and the Haleyville Athletic Booster 
Association.

 He served in the Alabama National Guard in the mid-1970s, 
and when the National Guard unit in their area was deployed 
and returned home recently, he coordinated a large community 
response. He also is currently an active member of the Winston 
County Deputy Reserve.

He and his wife, Patty, are members of the New Prospect Baptist 
Church. They have two sons, Shane and Mike. Mike is the general 
manager of the newspapers.

Horace Moore

2016 APA Lifetime Achievement Award
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Rebecca Roland’s love for chicken salad 
began after her daughter introduced her 
to Chicken Salad Chick. Now, she’s the 

owner of a Chicken Salad Chick franchise, which 
combines her love of the chicken salad with a love 
for business.

The company, which began in Auburn, 
Alabama, serves 15 different types of chicken 
salads, including Classic Carol, Jalapeno Holly, 
Dixie Chick, Barbie-Q, Kickin’ Kay Lynne, 
Buffalo Barclay, Olivia’s Old South, Luau Lydia, 
Mimi’s Mix, Fruity Fran, Jazzy Julie, Fancy Nancy, 
Cranberry Kelli, Nutty Nana and Sassy Scotty. 
The dishes are named after founder Stacy Brown’s 
family and friends. 

Fancy Nancy is one of Roland’s favorites and is 
a popular item on the menu. Classic Carol comes 
in at a close second, she said. Chicken Salad Chick 
is always looking to enhance its menu, and the 
company has a winter limited time offer going on 
now that includes a curry chicken salad named 
Cuddle Up with Curry and a delicious green salad. 
Roland said the different flavors of chicken salad 
makes Chicken Salad Chick different from other 
restaurants. 

“I think it is of course all the unique flavors of 
salads, but also the fact that we make it all fresh 
every day, and we serve it up with lots of love and 
concern for our guests.”

Originally, Chicken Salad Chick wasn’t even 
thought of as a company. Brown began her 
business by selling her famous chicken salad to 
neighbors and whoever got word of the tasty 
dish. Eventually though, Brown had to find a way 

to stop the sale of chicken salads from her own 
kitchen, and she came up with the idea of opening 
her own restaurant. With locations in North 
Carolina, South Carolina, Florida, Alabama, 
Georgia and Tennessee, Brown’s home business 
has evolved into something greater. 

Roland’s Wishbone Group, Inc., employs 100 
people. She owns four locations, and she plans to 
open more.

 “We are planning another opening in  two 
weeks,” she said. “Two in the Tuscaloosa area, one 
in Dothan and two in Jacksonville, Florida. The 
Brand has 46 restaurants in the Southeast.” 

With more chicken salad to spread across the 
South, the company is growing its customer 
base, and customers range from infants to senior 
citizens, Roland said. She said everyone stops by 
to enjoy the company’s Southern hospitality. 

“While most of our guests are ladies, men love 
it as well, and often times we will have men come 
in to dine by themselves without being brought in 
by a lady.”

Customers are considered guests to Roland, and 
she said she appreciates interacting with them. 

“I enjoy talking with our guests and having them 
enjoy our food,” she said. I also enjoy working 
with really great people, some who have been with 
us since we opened our first Chicken Salad Chick 
three years ago in Northport, Alabama”

Roland said Wishbone Group, Inc., should be 
opening 10 more Chicken Salad Chicks in the 
next five years.

Chicken Salad Chick- Auburn 
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An Opelika, Alabama, company promises to pour up some of the 
best craft spirits in the state. John Emerald Distilling Company 
has been serving and selling its whiskey, rum, gin and vodka since 

2014, and the distillery also has a little history on its shelf. 
“We were the first whiskey producer in Alabama since the start of 

prohibition in Alabama. The first legal whiskey, anyway,” said owner 
Jimmy Sharp. 

History runs deep in the company, as some of the liquors are named 
after Sharp’s family members: Hugh Wesley’s Gin, Elizabeth Vodka, John’s 
Alabama Single Malt Whiskey, Spurgeon’s Barrel Aged Rum and Gene’s 
Spiced Rum. The distillery itself bears the name of a family member.

It was always a dream of Sharp and his father to open a distillery, he 
said. The commitment to launch the company was propelled by the birth 
of Sharp’s daughter. 

“In our previous business, I traveled a lot. So when my daughter was 
born, I decided I wasn’t going to be gone so much. That was sort of the 
catalyst to go ahead and open the business. It was something I wanted to 
do, and I could be home more to see my children grow up.”

With a little more time on his hands, Sharp and his company distribute 
products to various ABC and private stores across Alabama and Georgia. 
John Emerald Distilling stocks the shelves of stores in Athens, Birmingham, 
Decatur, Montgomery and Prattville, among others. He said he’s looking 
to sell his craft beverages in other locations this year. 

Assistant distiller Warren Zimmerman has been with the company for 
one month, and he already takes delight in his work. He said he takes pride 
in manufacturing a product that people truly love and enjoy.

“The distillery represents Opelika’s part in an ever growing craft 
spirits movement,” he said. “The people who buy our product are able 
to experience something more unique than your typical spirit, making it 
special to the consumer. The process of making spirits can be difficult and 
frustrating at times, but seeing the smiles after people taste what we have 
to offer makes it all worth it. ”

As for the customers’ favorite drink, John’s Alabama Single Malt whiskey 
seems to hit the spot. 

“It’s the first malt whiskey released in Alabama in 100 years,” said Sharp. 
“It’s a malt whiskey made with malted barley. We smoke it with peach and 
pecan wood.” 

The famed whiskey has even earned the company top honors at the 2015 
New York International Spirits Competition. The company took home 
bronze medals for its whiskey and gin, along with the title of Alabama 
Distillery of the Year. The competition hosted 500 of the best distilleries 
in the world, from more than 35 countries. 

“It is a big deal for us. For me, as small as we are and as new as we are, it’s 
among one of the most prestigious spirits awards in the world,” said Sharp. 
“So, it was pretty big for us to have placed in that.” 

Aside from being an award-winning distillery filled with history, the 
brick warehouse hosts scheduled tours of the facility Thursday through 
Saturday for $5 per person. For $10, you can not only take a tour, but also 
taste spirits made at John Emerald Distilling. Participants can sample three 
of the company’s rums, vodka, gin and muscadine brandy. Reservations for 
the tour can be made online two weeks in advance of the scheduled date. 
Sharp said the tour provides participants with a nice drink and a learning 
experience. 

“People come in and we show them how we make our spirits. It’s an 
opportunity for us to showcase our products,” he said. “We also show 
people how it all works and how alcohol is made.” 

Rum, gin, whiskey and other goods found at the distillery are made 
with the best and freshest products, Sharp said. The company buys local 
ingredients, like cane syrup from sugar cane in Alabama, to produce its 
rum. He said he hopes customers will take heed of the company’s use of 
local ingredients.

“It’s important for people in Alabama to buy because it supports a local 
business that way. They’re supporting the alcohol industry in Alabama and 
other states. The main reason is it’s a really good product.”

John Emerald Distilling Company- Opelika
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In French, “belle” means beautiful, and “chèvre” means goat. Put 
those together, and you have one of the nation’s renowned fresh 
goat milk cheese creameries, located in Elkmont, Alabama. Since 

1989, Belle Chèvre has been making premium cheeses, winning awards 
from the American Cheese Society, Oprah, Forbes and the New York 
Times.

Current owner and CEO Tasia Malakusis acquired the company in 
2007 after discovering Belle Chèvre cheese at a high-end cheese shop 
while in New York for culinary school. She was shocked to learn how 
little people inside Alabama knew about the company.

“If you know gourmet cheeses, you know who Belle Chèvre is,” 
Malakusis said. “I had to go to New York to find out about something 
that was made in my own backyard.”

Her goal for the company was to make the cheese more accessible 
and approachable as more of an everyday product than just for special 
occasions. They distribute the cheese in Kroger and Costco as well as 
Whole Foods. 

Bell Chèvre takes a classic European recipe and tries to modernize it 
and make it fun. Their freshest cheese is the Original Spreadable Goat 
Cheese, which is used similarly to the way a person would use cream 
cheese. One of their most celebrated products has been a goat-cheese 
cheesecake. They also have a line of breakfast-blend cheeses, mixed 
with a sweetener and served for breakfast, that comes in four flavors—
honey, fig, coffee and cinnamon.

The process to make goat cheese is a relatively simple one. The five 
women who work in the creamery take raw goats milk and add rennet 
and culture, which causes the milk to coagulate into curds. Then, they 
separate the curds, salt them lightly and package them.  

“These are fresh cheeses, so they’re not pressed. They’re not aged. 
They’re not wrapped,” she said. “We do the basic goat cheese logs.”

The antique-style creamery, darkly painted with a white bottle of 
milk on the sidewalk, attracts a variety of people throughout the year to 
visit their cheese shop and tasting room. There, customers can sample 
and buy cheese, eat sandwiches or settle for a fondue pot. 

As part of her daily job as the face of the company, Malakusis meets 
with customers and employees, has budget meetings with the CFO and 
creamery manager and travels to promote her brand. 

“I have my hands in a little bit of everything,” she said. “My goal 
is to take this from a small artisan cult brand to a national household 
name. That’s the goal. Our goal is to be the healthy alternative to cream 
cheese. My goal is no one will ever eat a processed cream cheese again. 
The creation of a national brand is what we’re moving toward.”

While their products consistently win awards, Malakusis said it’s not 
because she thinks the ingredients are any different. She had a customer 
tell her about buying a particular cheese because it was cheaper and 
how it tasted worse than theirs. Malakusis said she knows for a fact 
that that cheese creamery buys their milk from the same place they do. 

“I tell people a chèvre recipe is a chèvre recipe is a chèvre recipe. Just 
like a biscuit recipe is a biscuit recipe is a biscuit recipe,” Malakusis said. 
“I think it’s made by a really great group of women, and we hand-make 
these cheeses, and we do it with lots of love and lots of fun. I tell people 
we do what our mothers told us not to do, we play with our food. We 
enjoy our work, and I think that produces a fantastic cheese. It’s not 
that it’s a different ingredient. It’s because of the way we make it. It’s 
not a different recipe. I think it’s because of the people who make it.”

Belle Chevre Cheese- Elkmont 
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When Jeff Gentry quit his job at Atlanta Foods International, 
it was because he saw the quality and potential of the 
products from his home state of Alabama. He started 

Bamawise in Birmingham in 2013 to strive for this potential.
“He served an area in the Southeast, and he saw the need of more 

access to the market for Alabama products,” said Becky Denny, a 
vice president for the company. “Jeff really recognized the quality 
of products in the state and decided that we wanted to represent 
these people.”

Bamawise started off distributing from a small pool of vendors 
and now offers 30 different products from a variety of producers, 
all Alabama based. The wares vary from Holmstead Fines chutney 
and Chuck’s Choice beef jerky in Birmingham to Cake by Donna in 
Fairhope and Mook Mills Cheese Straws in Tuscumbia. 

Bamawise does not just distribute for these small producers, it 
helps them with every aspect of their business.  

“We work with our producers on everything from the recipe 
stage, through packaging, distribution, as well as marketing and 
design,” said Denny. “We are essentially with them every step of 
the way.”

Denny said that because of how closely Bamawise works with 
their producers, they are able to provide important business 
consultation for them. 

“We want to help them so that they are able to compete on a 
national scale,” she said.

Bamawise’s sole focus on local producers is truly unique in the 
world of grocery distribution. Denny, who has a background in 
retail distribution but not the food industry, said that she is excited 
by what Bamawise is doing for Alabama.

“The economic impact that we are able to make on the state is 
mind boggling,” she said. “There is no one else doing things this 

way. We are really kind of changing the game.”
Denny said the distribution model that Gentry and his partners 

developed was one of a kind, and it works because the demand 
from Alabama retailers for local products is high. She says that 
people want to buy local products because they want to help their 
neighbors, and they can see the quality.

“We make it easy for retailers to come and get their local products 
from one place,” she said. “We are in a unique position, in that we 
are able to walk in and deliver the entire local section at a grocery 
store.”

She said that this model helps the small producers, the retailers 
who want to sell local products and the customers who want to buy 
local.

Tim Denny, who is in charge of identifying new producers, said 
that many times producers are being referred to Bamawise by their 
local grocery stores.

“I receive calls and emails from producers almost every day,” 
Denny said. “I make sure to spend time and speak to every one of 
them so we can assess their needs and see what Bamawise can do 
to help them.”

Tim Denny reiterated that the key to Bamawise’s success is that 
it is local.

“People want local products,” he said. “If you are locally based, it 
gives you an automatic advantage, especially in this industry.”

Customers can find Bamawise products at numerous grocery 
stores and retailers across the state, as well as on their website, 
Bamawise.com. Bamawise also offers gift baskets filled with a 
variety of their products.

Bamawise- Birmingham



Arab Electric Cooperative
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Baldwin Electric EMC
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Black Warrior EMC
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Central Alabama Electric Cooperative
(334) 365-6762
www.caec.coop

Cherokee Electric Cooperative
(256) 927-5524
www.cherokee.coop

Clarke-Washington EMC
(251) 246-9081
www.cwemc.com

Coosa Valley Electric Cooperative
(256) 362-4180
www.coosavalleyec.com

Covington Electric Cooperative
(334) 222-4121
www.covington.coop

Cullman Electric Cooperative
(256) 737-3200
www.cullmanec.com

Dixie Electric Cooperative
(334) 288-1163
www.dixie.coop

Franklin Electric Cooperative
(256) 332-2730

Joe Wheeler EMC
(256) 552-2300
www.jwemc.org

Marshall-DeKalb Electric Cooperative
(256) 593-4262
www.mdec.org

North Alabama Electric Cooperative
(256) 437-2281
www.naeccop.com

Pea River Electric Cooperative
(334) 774-2545
www.peariver.com

Pioneer Electric Cooperative
(334) 382-6636
www.pioneerelectric.com

PowerSouth Energy Cooperative
(334) 427-3000
www.powersouth.com

Sand Mountain Electric Cooperative
(256) 638-2153
www.smec.coop

South Alabama Electric Cooperative
(334) 556-2060
www.southaec.com

Southern Pine Electric Cooperative
(251) 867-5415
www.southernpine.org

Tallapoosa River Electric Cooperative
(334) 864-9331
www.trec.coop

Tennessee Valley Authority
(256) 386-2616
tva.gov

Tombigbee Electric Cooperative
(205) 921-6712
www.tombigbee.org

Wiregrass Electric Cooperative
(334) 588-2223
www.wiregrass.coop

We’re proud to power 
the industry that
empowers the people.
The Electric Cooperatives of Alabama are proud to power 
several of the printing presses that bring the news to 
communities all over our state. Count on us for safe, 
reliable and affordable electricity when the presses are 
ready to roll.

Our cooperatives are committed to providing the highest 
quality of electric service at the lowest possible cost to 
more than 70 percent of the state’s land mass.

We are your friends and neighbors. We are your local 
electric company. We are proud to play a part in 
delivering the news to Alabama.

THE ELECTRIC
COOPERATIVES

of Alabama
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In 1947, the Sessions family of Evergreen, Alabama, started a 
company called Conecuh Quick Freeze to allow local residents 
to store their fresh pork and beef along with their homegrown 

vegetables in a locker plant. But as their customers began investing 
in their own home freezers, the Sessions decided to shift their focus 
to the processing industry. 

“The business continued to grow, and in 1986, we built a new 
modern processing plant and changed the name to Conecuh Sausage 
Company, Inc.,” according to company information. 

John Crum Sessions is the current owner and president of this 
68-year-old, family-owned business, which he runs with his son, 
John Henry Sessions. The company now offers six varieties of 
smoked pork sausages in two natural casings.

“We decided to make just a few items and specialize in these 
products so that we can focus on quality, service and production 
time,” explained information provided by the company. 

Part of that attention to food quality comes in the way the meat 
is prepared. All six varieties of their sausage, which include hickory 
smoked sausage, spicy and hot sausage and all-natural hickory 
smoked sausage encased in all natural sheep casing as well as 
original smoked sausage, cajun smoked sausage and original spicy 
and hot sausage encased in all natural hog casing, are made of pure 
pork. Their products are also low in sodium and contain no trans 
fat or gluten, John said. 

Conecuh Sausage uses a patented blend of seasonings and 
smoke over a pure hickory wood chip fire, which John says is what 
really sets the company apart from other processors in the area. 
As company information states, the product is versatile and can be 
“grilled, cooked in a skillet or added to your favorite recipe.”

Their sausage products are sold throughout the Southeast in stores 
across Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, 

Tennessee, Kentucky, North Carolina, South Carolina and Texas as 
well as in Michigan, Ohio, Missouri, Virginia, southern Illinois and 
southern Indiana. 

As the popularity of their products have grown, the Sessions 
family had to make plans to increase their production capacity to 
better serve their customers. In 2012 they began a two-year plant 
expansion to update the manufacturing area and bring in the latest 
technology and compliance methodology to the business. 

The expansion was completed in the spring of 2014, and the 
company now takes pride in its “first-class modern facility” and 
expert team.

Customers can also visit the manufacturing facility in Evergreen. 
The plant features a gift shop, which allows the company’s products 
to be showcased and available to the public during business hours. 
The shop includes a rotisserie grill where customers can make 
their own sausage dogs and sample the variety of flavors produced 
at the facility. The Conecuh Sausage shop also sells unique gifts, 
home decor and hunting accessories, according to their website. 
The products are available for purchase five days a week or online 
through delivery orders.

Conecuh Sausage gained recent recognition for their history and 
success after being featured on the cover of the June 2015 issue 
of the Alabama Farmers Federation Neighbors magazine. But even 
with the growth and expansion of the company, Conecuh Sausage 
remains a staple for many of their loyal customers. According to 
their website, “The menu hasn’t changed much over forty years, but 
then, neither has the quality.”

“Customers react favorably when tasting Conecuh Sausage,” 
company information reports. “We get fan mail and great comments 
from our customers on how much they like our products, and they 
love using them to feed their family.”

Conecuh Sausage- Evergreen
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THERE IS NO PHYSICAL LIMIT 
TO HUMAN ACHIEVEMENT

ACTIVITY
Lakeshore Foundation’s world-class fitness and recreation facility in Homewood, Alabama is a 
United States Olympic & Paralympic Training Site. Each year, our expert staff serves thousands 
of people through membership to our fitness and aquatics center, athletic programs, outdoor 
recreation programs, and fitness recreation camps for severely injured service members.

RESEARCH
The UAB/Lakeshore Research Collaborative studies cutting-edge physical activity techniques 
and innovations for people with physical disability. The Collaborative’s core strength is its “on 
the ground” integration with our fitness, athletic and recreation programs.

ADVOCACY
Lakeshore speaks out to make physical activity accessible to all. Our advocacy team works to 
educate and train healthcare and service providers on the importance of physical activity for 
those with a physical disability, support federal, state and community based policy initiatives, 
and nationally disseminate physical activity best practices and resource.  

THERE IS NO PHYSICAL 
LIMIT TO HUMAN 

ACHIEVEMENT.

ACTIVITY

RESEARCH

ADVOCACY
Lakeshore speaks out to make physical activity accessible 
to all individuals. Our advocacy team works to educate and train 
healthcare and service providers on the importance of physical 
activity for those with physical disability, support federal, state and 
community based policy initiatives, and nationally disseminate 
physical activity best practices and resources. 

Learn more at lakeshore.org
4000 Ridgeway Dr. Birmingham, Al 35209• 205.313.7400

@LakeshoreFound        Lakeshore Foundation

Lakeshore is your resource for adapted activity and research as well as disability-appropriate language. 
Contact Damian Veazey at 205.313.7428 or damianv@lakeshore.org for more information.

You have a story to tell, and we can help you tell it. The Auburn-Opelika Tourism Bureau is your 
official source for the most accurate area information, photos, history and contacts.   

John Wild
President

johnwild@aotourism.com   

Robyn L. Bridges
Vice President, Communications

rlbridges@aotourism.com   

Laura Miller
Digital Media Strategist
laura@aotourism.com   

334.887.8747 | @auburnopelika |  714 E Glenn Avenue, Auburn, AL 36830
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A block of wood has a creative purpose at Bourbon Pens, 
where customers can hold a piece of art right in their hands.
The idea for the company derived from a pen-turning 

demonstration owner Joel Lockridge attended about three years 
ago. 

“I’ve been a woodworker all of my life, but I had a little accident 
in the shop. While I was healing from that, I went to a pen-turning 
demo,” Lockridge said. “I thought, ‘hey that looks like fun,’ and it 
was. I started making pens out of all kinds of stuff.”

Although the demonstration began broadening his interests in 
pens, his fascination with bourbon wood didn’t expand until his 
friend asked him for a favor.

“A buddy of mine from Kentucky sent me a couple of pieces of 
bourbon barrel, and he said ‘make me a couple of pens out of this.’ 
When I made them, the whole entire shop smelled like bourbon,” 
he said. “They became really popular really fast. When one of my 
friends asked to have a pen made from a specific bourbon, that was 
something big. They became what I sold the most of, and that’s how 
I went from there.” 

The smell of bourbon even lingers on the free sample of wood 
that comes with each pen, along with a certificate of authenticity, 
Lockridge said. Every pen goes through a six-step sanding process 
and a four-step finishing process to achieve perfection. 

“The bourbon barrel wood comes mostly from Kentucky. I’ve 
got sources up there in Lexington, Louisville and a couple other 
places. Bourbon barrels are only used one time, and after that it’s 
sold to people like me,”  Lockridge said. 

After the bourbon is shaped to fit the model of a pen, it’s time 
for design. Lockridge said his pen designs are made to suit a 
wide audience. The company’s bourbon pen designs include, the 
cigar pen, grip pen, stylus pen and bolt action pen, among others. 
Lockridge also make pens out of other items other than bourbon 
wood. Some of his designs include the corn cob pen, the bone and 
antler pen and the steampunk metal pen. The prices of the pens 

depends on customers’ preferences, Lockridge said. 
“I’ve got some that are fancier for a higher end market. I’ve got 

some that are more affordable. They start at about $20 and go up 
to about $200 for bourbon barrel ones,” he said. Some of the other 
ones made from different materials go from about $300 to $400.” 

Pens are not the only items bringing in customers. Bourbon Pens 
also sells bottle openers, pepper mills, shaving kits, seam rippers 
and duck calls. The materials for those items range from domestic 
to exotic woods. However, despite all of the items the company 
sells, pens remain some of the most purchased gifts. Lockridge said 
a bourbon barrel pen with a little bang is his most popular product. 

“It’s called the bolt action pen,” he said. “It’s made to look like a 
.30 caliber bullet. You slide the ink forward like you’re loading the 
bolt of a rifle.”

Shops all across the world have some of Lockridge’s creations on 
their shelves. He has shipped items to Canada, England, Ireland, 
Japan, Saudi Arabia and more. He also doesn’t forget about shipping 
domestically.

“I’m in a local shop called Alabama Goods in downtown 
Homewood. They carry some of my pens. I’m on a couple of web-
based stores,” Lockridge said. “One is called Bourbon and Boots in 
Arkansas. I’m currently talking to a couple of museums and a couple 
of [other] stores.” 

To help promote his business, Lockridge travels to art shows 
across the Southeast. He said he’s been to Washington, D.C., and 
as far south as Miami. In a few years, Lockridge said he hopes to 
travel less, and he wouldn’t mind having a storefront at some point.

A passion for woodwork and a little originality is what sets 
bourbon pens apart from other writing instruments, Lockridge said.

“Once people have tried to use a handmade item, and they see 
how much care and work goes into the production of it, they’ll feel 
how different it is compared to one of the plastic mass-produced 
ones they normally use. It’s definitely a difference in a small business 
where people like me take much more care in production.”

Bourbon Pens- Birmingham



PowerSouth and our members celebrate 
a rich history of safety, reliability, service, 
strong member relations, and community and 
employee development.

Today, PowerSouth remains committed to 
providing reliable service at an affordable cost 
for our members and those they serve. 

www.powersouth.com     |     twitter.com/powersouth
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Located in Elba, Alabama, Kelley Foods started as a meat packaging 
plant in a time when people didn’t have refrigerators and would 
take their meat to ice plants to store in a freezer locker. But over 

the years, it has blossomed into a manufacturing and food distribution 
company. 

Following in the footsteps of his grandfather Lester Kelley, who founded 
the company, Eddie Kelley acts as the CEO and owns the company with 
his brother and cousin, Jerry Kelley and Scott Kelley. They are third-
generation owners, continuing the family business. In his office, Kelley 
has a picture of himself when he was a little over two years old, climbing in 
his father’s 1954 Chevrolet Bel-Air in front of the plant. 

“Like many of the family members, my brother and cousin, we all 
worked in the business most of our lives, even when we were in grade 
schools,” Kelley said. “During holidays and summer breaks, we came and 
worked and did whatever we were told to do. I mopped the office when the 
mop handle was taller than I was.”

In 1989, they decided to change their business model, and they created a 
new division that distributes products made by other companies. Through 
their food distribution division, they deliver products from over 600 
companies such as Tyson, Dairy Lives and Pride to restaurants, diners, 
schools and hospitals. Items they deliver include vegetables, fresh produce, 
paper plates, cut and aluminum foil. 

Through the manufacturing division, they buy raw materials such as 
meat and spices in bulk. They formulate their products using their family-
owned recipes and cook them in large smoke and cooking ovens, prior to 
being packed for delivery. 

Kelley has two primary brands. Their premiere products fall under the 
Kelley’s brand, and their more economically positioned products under the 
Tasty brand. Among the products they make are smoked hams, turkeys, 
bologna and smoked sausage. They also have a direct mail order service 
where consumers can have products ordered and shipped directly to them. 

“I think people prefer to buy from family owned companies. The 
primary reason is because family owned companies have more at stake,” 
Kelley said. “They have the company’s name on the line along with the 
company’s reputation. If the customer is not happy for whatever reason 
with the product or service, then it’s damaging to our family’s good name.”

Kelly said it’s that sense of identity that the Kelleys carry through their 
company: When people pick up their products in the store, they are picking 
up a guarantee, a promise of a quality product, and it’s that sense of trust 
with the community that Kelley hopes to continue to foster. 

Kelley said he personally enjoys doing business with family-owned 
companies because he can recognize the name and the faces behind the 
products and brands. Kelley’s Foods operates with around 180 employees 
throughout the year between its two divisions, and they distributes products 
in Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, Louisiana and Tennessee. 

As CEO and president of the company, Kelley, along with his brother 
and cousin, is primarily responsible for the administration of the company. 
They work toward setting and achieving the company’s goals, establishing 
policies and procedures, remodeling facilities, ensuring compliance with 
all government agencies and researching what consumers like.  

“Alabama is a great state to do business in. We enjoy a strong team of 
employees. In fact, they are the company. They are the spirit of Kelley 
Foods,” Kelley said. “We have the privilege of having our name on 
the products, but our team and employees are our company. That what 
distinguishes us from other companies.”

Kelley Foods- Elba
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For 2016, we’ ve completely redesigned our wor ld -famous Honda Pilot . Its dynamic st y ling, advanced 
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145th ANNUAL APA JOURNALISM SUMMIT 
FEBRUARY 18-19, 2016  

Embassy Suites – Tuscaloosa Downtown 
 
Thursday, February 18 

11:30 a.m. - 1:00 p.m.  Past President’s Luncheon      Capstone-A 
  

1:30 - 4:00 p.m.   Board Meetings:      Capstone-B 
     1:30-2:30 p.m. - APA Journalism Foundation Board 
     2:30-4:00 p.m. - APA/ANAS Board of Directors 
 

4 p.m. - 8:00 p.m.   Alabama Products Showcase and Wine Pull   Druid 
     Sponsored by Alabama NewsCenter and Alabama Power 
8:00 p.m. - 9:30 p.m.  Banquet & Lifetime Achievement Awards Presentation Black Warrior 
9:30 p.m. - 10 p.m. Post-Banquet Reception     Foyer 

 
Friday, Feb. 19 

8 - 9:00 a.m.    Member Roundtable with coffee (all delegates welcome) Druid 
   
9 – 10  a.m.    Concurrent Tracks 
 

1)  How Social Media has changed newsrooms   Capstone-A 
Members of The Tuscaloosa News 2012 Pulitzer Prize team: 
Tommy Deas, Aaron Suttles, Stephanie Taylor, Jason Morton, Mark Cobb and 
Michelle Lepianka Carter 
 
2)  Who’s reading your digital content?   Capstone-B 
How do you know and why should you know?  
Daniel Holmes, Shelby County Newspapers  
 

 10:00 – 10:30 a.m.  Morning Break – Sponsored by ANAS 
 
10:30 – 11: 45 a.m.   Concurrent Tracks 

 
1) Civil Rights and Southern Journeys   Capstone-A 
Alabama Pulitzer Prize winners Hank Klibanoff and Rick Bragg  
 
2)  Revenue Resources Revisited     Capstone-B 
Are you taking advantage of revenue opportunities through ANAS? 

 
Noon – 1:30 p.m. Luncheon and Membership Meeting   Black Warrior  

Pulitzer Prize winning reporter and Alabama native Joey Bunch  
  Sponsored by PowerSouth 

  
1:45 – 2:45 p.m.  General Session: If I knew then what I know now  Druid 

Our Pulitzer Prize winners share experiences form their careers 
Rick Bragg, Hank Klibanoff, Joey Bunch and Tommy Deas 

 
 2:45 – 3:00 p.m.   Afternoon Break – Sponsored by Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) 
 

3 – 4:00 p.m. 1) Creating video for editorial and advertising content Capstone-A 
University of Alabama students: MacKenzie Alcorn, Christopher Edmonds, 
Steven Floyd and Daniel Roth 

 
2) Mix and Mingle with students    Capstone-B 
Students, if you missed your chance this morning, here is another time to visit 
with publishers and editors 
 

4:00 p.m.     Adjourn 
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