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CHICAGO — Meherwan Irani, center, accepts the Outstanding Restaurant Award for his Asheville restaurant Chai Pani, during the James Beard Foundation Awards ceremony June 13 in
Chicago. His wife, Molly, is left. Photo by Jeff Schear/Getty Images for James Beard Foundation

By Melanie Threlkeld McConnell

A

sheville’s Chai Pani won the
Outstanding Restaurant Award
by the James Beard Foundation
during its awards ceremony June 13 in
Chicago.
The Indian street food restaurant
at 22 Battery Park Ave., in downtown
Asheville, is owned by Meherwan Irani
and his wife, Molly.
Upon accepting the award, Meherwan Irani, who is the restaurant’s
executive chef, said that he had no formal culinary experience when he and
Molly—who share the same birthday,
including year—decided to open a “little Indian street food restaurant in Asheville, North Carolina” three months shy
of their respective 40th birthdays in
2009.

“I had never managed a kitchen
or restaurant, let alone us running a
restaurant together,” he said during
the awards ceremony, which was livestreamed on Twitter. “But the only
guiding principle we had was an Indian
spiritual quote that was ‘Mastery in servitude.’ And this idea that if every day,
this act you do is an act of service, that
you cannot only transform yourself,
but transform the community, society
around you and maybe even the world.
It’s been the greatest privilege of my life
to have a team that I found that I work
with everyday that embraces that philosophy.”
Irani thanked his mother in India, his
wife and his daughter and described he
three as his “mentor,” his “support” and
his “greatest critic.”

Meherwan Irani is a five-time finalist
for the James Beard Foundation Best Chef
Southeast Award.
The Katie Button-owned Cúrate Bar de
Tapas at 13 Biltmore Ave., Asheville, won
the Outstanding Hospitality Award. Button also was nominated for the Best Chef
Southeast Award, an award for which she
has been nominated numerous times. The
2022 award went to Ricky Moore of SALTBOX Seafood Joint in Durham. In November 2021, Button launched an original series “From The Source,” on the new
Magnolia Network.
Cleophus Hethington, formerly of
Benne on Eagle, was nominated for the
Emerging Chef Award, which went to Edgar Rico of Nixta Taqueria in Austin, Texas.
Awards continues on 3A

Chef Cleophus Hethington

An unexpected turn: Search for meaning leads to meaningful work
By Melanie Threlkeld McConnell
The dump trucks are what got his attention—too many, too close. He was just trying to get to class, on his bicycle, as a student
at Appalachian State University in Boone.
Something had to change, and it did, but in
ways he never imagined.
Today, Tommy Ausherman is the cofounder of Outrider USA in Fletcher. He
and his team build electric adventure vehicles geared for outdoor use by disabled
and able-bodied people. Some of the machines are three-wheel trikes, but the majority have four wheels with 4-wheel drive for
improved off-road accessibility. Some are
pedal only, others are electric only and others are pedal and electric. They’re equipped
for riders with paraplegia, quadriplegia,
hemiplegia, cerebral palsy, multiple sclerosis, amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), spinal cord injuries and more. But that wasn’t
always the case.
Ausherman was a sophomore at Appalachian State working on degrees in appropriate technology and geography when his
brush with death, one too many times while
commuting to school, sparked an idea:
build an electric-powered bicycle that could
keep up with the flow of traffic and reduce
his risk of injury or even death. He did that,
and then some.
“I built the first couple of bikes, for myself. My roommate built one and we shared
them online and started to get orders,” he
said. “We started with existing bike frames
and then worked to build electric drive systems for the bike frames and outfitted them
with those.”
What Ausherman and his roommate
had discovered while trying to outwit the

Tommy Ausherman, president of and designer for Outrider USA, sits on an Outrider Coyote 4WD.
The company is based in Fletcher and builds electric machines for disabled and abled-bodied
people to get outdoors.

dump trucks was that three wheelers were
better than two on slippery roads and for
electrification. As a result, they started FFR
Trikes, which built “fast, road-going sportscar bikes, for lack of a better term,” he said.
That was 2009.
The work was fun and exciting, but not
enough for Ausherman. He wanted something deeper. “I was looking for more purpose in the work and how it could be more
impactful,” he said. “I spent a good deal of
time trying to figure out how to rewrite the
business model.”
Ausherman is a religious man, but he
will tell you he wasn’t always. His conversion happened while he was in college, in
2009, the same year he started his electric
bike business. He gets the irony that he
connected with God at a time when many

sive feeling. It was so refreshing. I was kind
of like, ‘Woah.’ This couple invited me to sit
with them. I don’t remember anything the
preacher said. At the end, he gave the altar
call, and I said to myself, ‘Whatever happens, I am not going up there.’ And then I
found myself walking up there. I gave my
life to Jesus that day. I now know it was the
Holy Spirit, but I could not stop crying. I’ve
never felt that kind of love before. It was just
over the top. From that point forward, I was
all in.”
And so was God, Ausherman discovered, while trying to design a business
model that would fit his desire for a more
purpose-driven life.
“I was in a coffee shop in Asheville in
2014 having spent hours on this thing and
came out frustrated. I got in my car and had
just reached the point where I was at a loss.
I just prayed a simple prayer: “If you want
me to stay here I’ll stay. If you want me to
go, I’ll go. I know you made me to make
things.”
A week later, he got a call. A man named
Chris who lived in Arizona was looking for
a way to improve his mobility after breaking his neck in a diving accident that left
him wheelchair-bound and a quadriplegic
at age 17. He was now in his early 30s and
a psychologist. He missed being outdoors.
(His last name is not being used to protect
his privacy.)
“[Chris] had had a recurring dream for
almost 15 years since the accident where he
wheels into a bike shop, gets the bike parts
and builds a bike he can ride as a quadriplegic,” Ausherman said. Chris had a prototype thanks to the help of a university in

young people fall away from their church
or religious affiliations (if they have them)—
some permanently, others temporarily. He
understands why his conversion happened,
but not the timing, not that it matters.
“I decided one day I wanted to go to
church. I think I always knew God existed,
but I wasn’t really pursuing it. I said, ‘God,
where do you want me to go to church today,’ and then Ausherman got in his car and
drove. “I didn’t hear anything, so I thought I
would just go home because I really wanted
this to be the real deal. I was headed back
home and right before I turned in my driveway there was this little country Baptist
church and I got a nudge to go in there, he
said.
“As soon as I walked in the door I felt
this palpable presence of love, this immer- Meaningful continues on 3A

