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Located in a newly rejuvenated historic 
inn that used to entertain wealthy winter 
colonists in Aiken, The Restaurant at The 
Willcox offers locals delectable dishes like 
salmon filet with stone-ground grit sticks, 
asparagus and smoked tomato sauce, or 
risotto of roasted, marinated artichoke, 
lemon, arugula and feta.

It wasn’t that long ago that dining options 
in Aiken were limited to a handful of old-
time establishments, barbecue joints and 
fast-food restaurants.

Suffice it to say, a lot has changed 
since then.

Now diners can choose between offerings 
like pasture-raised filet of beef topped with 
red wine jus, tomato herb jam and chevre at  
 

Malia’s, or veal scallopini with baby arugula, 
shaved parmesan and truffle oil at Oliv’a.

Some of it has to do with the “sport 
of kings” — polo. Aiken’s reputation as a 
horse community has attracted a surge of 
wealthy residents over the last decade or 
so, many of whom live in golf-like commu-
nities that situate stately homes around 
polo fields instead of 18 holes.

There is also Aiken’s ever-growing 
reputation as a hidden gem. The city with a 
population of roughly 30,000 showed up on 
Money magazine’s 2008 list of best places 
to live and has also been ranked in various 
publications as one of the nation’s best 
places to retire.

These factors have helped raise the bar 
for Aiken dining.

Dining in style
Whether you are eating in Aiken, Augusta, Columbia County or North 

Augusta, restaurants all across the CSRA are offering excellence

Price point was a “huge consideration” 
for Geoffrey Ellis, who started a restaurant 
in The Willcox in September and ended up 
buying out the entire hotel at the beginning 
of this year.

Ellis, who grew up in Aiken but had 
moved to New Zealand to operate restau-
rants there, returned to his hometown and 
took on the mission of keeping the legacy of 
The Willcox alive.

Before he stepped in, the chain that had 
owned the hotel had abandoned food and 
beverage service and was catering primarily 
to out-of-town visitors seeking expensive 
lodging packages.

The Willcox already had the reputation of 
being a blue-blood establishment, with its 
stately columns and lodge-like interior.

So Ellis and his wife, Shannon, set out 
to keep the hotel’s distinguished history 
intact, while bringing its dining atmosphere 
down to earth.

“It’s been catering to the well-to-do since 
the early 1900s, so I think the hotel, itself, 
kind of emanates that feeling,” Geoffrey Ellis 
says. “So our thoughts were that everyone 
who walks through those doors is important. 
The prices definitely were our No. 1 consid-
eration. Part of the objective was to break 
down that wall that The Willcox had before 
of being too expensive.”

Jackets and ties are fine, but so are jeans 
and polo shirts, says Shannon Ellis.

But a casual air and competitive prices 
don’t equate with food being taken lightly at 
The Willcox.

For instance, the restaurant prides itself 
on its fresh seafood.

“All of our fish is flown in from Hawaii 
twice a week,” Geoffrey Ellis says. “It’s 
never more than 24 hours out of the water.”

Steaks and hamburgers are certified 
Angus beef.

“It’s more a quality of food with an 
atmosphere that is very relaxed,” Shannon 
Ellis says.

Across the river in Augusta, there are 
a number of restaurants that have also 
elevated dinner to a new level.

Chef Andrew Crumrine, owner of Crums 
on Central, offers dishes like Baked North 
Georgia Trout, which is butterflied, deboned 
and baked before being topped with three 
enormous fried oysters and a Bernaise sauce.

There are also appetizers like Portabella 
Fries, which are served with a feta aioli the 
restaurant calls Crummy Sauce.

Crums on Central, which opened in the 
summer of 2008, could perhaps best be 
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