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[BEGIN INTERVIEW] 

[00:00:00.24] 

Annemarie A.: Okay. Today is Tuesday, January 14, 2020. I'm in Birmingham, Alabama at 

Niki’s West. I'm here with Ms. Kathy Payne. Would you go ahead and introduce yourself 

for the recorder, tell us your name? And what you do, please. 

 

[00:00:17.12] 

Kathy P.: Okay. My name is Kathy Payne and I'm at a server at Niki’s West. 

 

[00:00:21.03] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Let's start off and, could you give me your birthdate? 

 

[00:00:25.13] 

Kathy P.: Yes. It's February the 16, 1958. 

 

[00:00:29.10] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. You've got a birthday comin' up. 

 

[00:00:31.09] 

Kathy P.: Um-hm. 

 

[00:00:32.28] 



 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org  

Kathy Payne—Birmingham, AL | 2 

Annemarie A.: Well, could you tell me—let’s start off with a little bit about your early life. 

Could you tell me when and where, or tell me where you were born? 

 

[00:00:42.09] 

Kathy P.: I was born here. 

 

[00:00:45.03] 

Annemarie A.: Okay. So, where specifically? What city? Birmingham? 

 

[00:00:46.12] 

Kathy P.: Birmingham, yes. 

 

[00:00:48.23] 

Annemarie A.: Okay. Great. And so, did you grow up in Birmingham? 

 

[00:00:50.26] 

Kathy P.: Well, I did till I was about four years old. My family moved to Huntsville. My dad got 

a job at Hays in Huntsville when the rocket industry was first comin' about. You know, 

N.A.S.A. and all that, goin' to the moon. So, we moved there, but I moved back when I 

was probably about twelve.  

 

[00:01:12.16] 
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Annemarie A.: Okay. So, you spent time growin' up both in Birmingham and Huntsville? That's 

great. 

 

[00:01:18.01] 

Kathy P.: Um-hm. 

 

[00:01:18.01] 

Annemarie A.: So, tell me a little bit about your family. You told me a litte bit about your dad 

did. Could you tell me your parents' names and what they did? 

 

[00:01:26.24] 

Kathy P.: Yes. My father's name was Walter Amos, and he was an architect. My mother, her 

name is Shirley Watwood. She was a stay-at-home mom. She didn't really work that 

much. But my father eventually moved from Huntsville to Mobile, and he worked at the 

shipyard there, so he drew plans to build ships. 

 

[00:01:56.08] 

Annemarie A.: Oh, wow. So, he went from buildin' buildings to building ships? 

 

[00:02:00.08] 

Kathy P.: No, he worked at N.A.S.A. They built rockets. 

 

[00:02:02.17] 
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Annemarie A.: Oh, so he was that kind of architect. Okay! 

 

[00:02:04.00] 

Kathy P.: Um-hm. Well, he just drew a lot of blueprints. He didn't actually build them, he just 

drew the blueprints. 

 

[00:02:11.23] 

Annemarie A.: Yeah. That's so cool, that's great. So, what was it like growin' up in your family? 

 

[00:02:17.13] 

Kathy P.: Well, I was an only child. So, I didn't have any brothers and sisters. I just . . . I had a 

good childhood. 

 

[00:02:31.04] 

Annemarie A.: That's good. What were some of the things you did for fun? 

 

[00:02:34.18] 

Kathy P.: I used to roller skate and just the things typical, normal children do; ride the bicycles. 

 

[00:02:47.01] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Well, tell me a little bit about your education. Where did you go to 

school? 
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[00:02:53.14] 

Kathy P.: Okay. I went to school, of course, here, until we moved to Huntsville, and then I went 

to the . . . sixth grade there? I think it was, like, the sixth grade before we moved back 

here. Then, I went to high school at Woodlawn High School. 

 

[00:03:16.25] 

Annemarie A.: Great, that's great. When you were a kid, what did you want to be when you 

grew up? 

 

[00:03:21.20] 

Kathy P.: Oh, my goodness. I don't know what I wanted to be. I really never thought about it 

that much. 

 

[00:03:31.19] 

Annemarie A.: That's okay. Well, that kinda brings me to a question about what drew you to 

service? 

 

[00:03:39.20] 

Kathy P.: Well, it was just, I had friends that worked at a restaurant downtown. They actually 

got me the job, and I thought, at the time, it was just gonna be a temporary thing. You 

know? But I worked there for a good while, and then I pretty much came here, and I've 

just pretty much been here ever since. 
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[00:04:04.13] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. What was that first restaurant you worked at called? 

 

[00:04:07.26] 

Kathy P.: It was called Leo's Seafood and Steakhouse. 

 

[00:04:11.17] 

Annemarie A.: Okay, cool. Could you tell me a little bit about that first job? Do you remember 

the first day you were there? You remember— 

 

[00:04:20.01] 

Kathy P.: No. 

 

[00:04:21.11] 

Annemarie A.: Could you tell me a little bit about what it was like to work there, though? 

 

[00:04:23.17] 

Kathy P.: Oh, it was nice to work there. It was a very nice restaurant. It was like a five-star 

restaurant with a tablecloth sittin', and you had a three-course meal. You had your soup, 

salad, and then your entree. I learned a lot workin' there. 

 

[00:04:43.10] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. What were some of the things that you learned? 
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[00:04:45.27] 

Kathy P.: You just learn how to, well, how to serve people and how to . . . I learned how to pace 

myself as to how I was waitin' on my customers. Just a lotta things you need to know 

when you're first startin' out, you know? 

 

[00:05:07.24] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Could you tell me a little bit about some of the folks you worked 

with there who might have been mentors or just memorable people who you worked the 

floor with? 

 

[00:05:17.20] 

Kathy P.: Well, I worked with some older waitresses there, and I worked with some younger 

waitresses there that were my friends. And a matter of fact, a couple of those came here 

after I came here. But they're not here any longer. I have a lot of memories, yes, and a lot 

of the people I work with there, I still know now. So. 

 

[00:05:46.05] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Were there any specific—well, tell me a little bit about the older 

waitresses, too. 'Cause I'm interested in that. Other ladies and people I've talked to have 

talked about how they taught them a lot, how they were characters. Could you tell me a 

little bit about, maybe, some of the names of those women, and maybe some of the things 
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they might have taught you or that you watched them and they taught you and learned 

from? 

 

[00:06:12.08] 

Kathy P.: Oh, it's been so long ago, I can't hardly remember the older ladies' names. I remember 

one lady named Bobbie, but I can't remember her last name. I used to work a lot of 

parties with her. She would teach you how to serve the parties and how to, you know, like 

pull their plates when they were through and little things. Make sure their glasses were 

full all the time. Just your basic stuff. 

 

[00:06:46.04] 

Annemarie A.: Yeah. Sounds like a lot of attention to detail. 

 

[00:06:48.18] 

Kathy P.: Um-hm. 

 

[00:06:50.12] 

Annemarie A.: So, tell me a little bit about Leo's. Did y'all do single service? Was it more like 

banquet or—? 

 

[00:06:55.15] 

Kathy P.: We did single-service, but it had a huge room in the back where they did do banquet 

service. 
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[00:07:02.23] 

Annemarie A.: So y'all did a lot of that. 

 

[00:07:04.18] 

Kathy P.: Yes. 

 

[00:07:04.18] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Well, tell me a little about—how old were you when you started 

there? 

 

[00:07:11.07] 

Kathy P.: I probably was eighteen when I started there. 

 

[00:07:13.13] 

Annemarie A.: Okay, cool. And when did you find that this was somethin' that you wanted to 

do long-term? That you wanted this to be a career for you? 

 

[00:07:21.20] 

Kathy P.: Well, I worked there for a pretty long time. I made decent money, and then when I 

came here, I make decent money here. I like the people that you serve, and I have a lotta 

call customers that are regular people that I wait on quite often. You get to know 'em, and 

I don't know, I just always liked it. 
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[00:07:53.10] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Well, tell me about comin' to Niki’s West. What made you decide 

to come here? 

 

[00:08:00.11] 

Kathy P.: Well, the downtown area, at that time, wasn't doin' so well. I had a friend that had 

worked here, my old manager from Leo's came here. He was workin' here. So, I knew 

people here. So, I came here, and of course, he gave me a job. Been here ever since. 

 

[00:08:24.10] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Tell me how the dining rooms or just Niki’s West in general has 

changed since you started twenty-nine years ago? 

 

[00:08:37.10] 

Kathy P.: It really—this restaurant really hasn't changed that much. It still has the same 

cafeteria, the same menu, the same foods. I think that's why people come here, because it 

doesn't change that often. They like it, and the owners know they like it, and they just 

don't really change anything that much. 'Cause this restaurant's been here a long time. 

 

[00:09:07.17] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Well, tell me a little bit about your first kinda days as a waitress 

here. What was it like learnin' the ropes and how is it different than working at Leo's? 
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[00:09:19.05] 

Kathy P.: Well, the restaurant here, you have a lot more tables to work off of, because it's 

cafeteria-style and it doesn't take as long to wait on one table, whereas menu, when that's 

menu, it takes longer to wait on 'em. So, you have a lot more tables here, and the tables 

turn over a lot quicker here. When you're servin' a three-course meal, it takes longer to 

serve the people. Your tables don't get up and leave and turn over as fast. 

 

[00:09:57.21] 

Annemarie A.: Yeah. You're servin' a lot more covers. That's great. Well, tell me, too, can you 

walk me through, like, a typical day serving here at Niki’s West? From start to finish. 

 

[00:10:13.05] 

Kathy P.: Okay. We come in, we have sidework we have to do and your sidework changes 

every day. I have somethin' different every day that I have to do. After we do that, we 

have to make sure our tables are wiped down, make sure your condiments are all filled 

up, and then we have to fold some boxes for the servin' line, for their to-go orders. Pretty 

much, that's all we do. Then we have to clean up afterwards, when the shift is over. 

 

[00:10:44.23] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Well, I'm curious too, because I think comin' here and eatin' here, 

it's kind of amazing how it's such a large volume of customers are comin' in. And you 

guys just seamlessly get everything, serve everybody, and it's almost like—not in a bad 
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way—but you're invisible, 'cause you just do your job and it's done so well that the 

people who are sitting at the tables just don't even— 

 

[00:11:12.12] 

Kathy P.: They have an extremely good system here. We do serve quite a lot of people here. But 

it works. 

 

[00:11:22.04] 

Annemarie A.: Yeah. What is that like for you? 

 

[00:11:25.17] 

Kathy P.: Oh. I . . . I like, we like the way our tables turn over quick; the more tables that turn 

over, the more money you make. 

 

[00:11:37.26] 

Annemarie A.: Yeah, that makes sense. 

 

[00:11:39.00] 

Kathy P.: So, the system works well for everybody. 

 

[00:11:43.02] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Tell me a little bit about that. I think that's one of the questions 

we're kinda interested in, is too, this conversation around tipping that's going on and also, 
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minimum wage for people who work front of house, especially waiters and waitresses. 

Could you tell me, I guess, first, working for twenty-nine years here and then also for a 

time before that, how has it changed your payments? Maybe going from cash to more 

point of sales system, how has that changed over your career? 

 

[00:12:20.26] 

Kathy P.: Well, I tell you, some people that come in are going to tip you according to their 

service they get. Some people are going to tip you according to the amount of their ticket: 

ten percent, fifteen, whatever they choose. So, people really have different ways. Some 

people just aren't gonna tip you at all. But some people, everybody has their different 

preference on how they want to tip. But . . . how it's changed from then till now, it really 

hasn't changed that much, because the system that they used at Leo's is the same system 

that they use here. And so, that really hasn't changed that much, as far as how we get paid 

or anything. I don't think, 'cause we don't make minimum wage. We only make, I think 

it's $2.-somethin'—I don't even know. It's $2.-somethin' an hour, but that really hasn't 

changed all that much over the years. 

 

[00:13:27.00] 

Annemarie A.: Yeah. So, also, with the advent of technology over the last twenty-five years or 

so, credit cards becoming used more? 

 

[00:13:39.03] 

Kathy P.: Are they? Yes. 
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[00:13:39.03] 

Annemarie A.: How has that changed the way that you've been paid? Has it? 

 

[00:13:42.12] 

Kathy P.: Well, they pay us at the end of our shift. Whatever we have on our credit card that 

people have left us that day, they give us before we leave. So, it works for everybody. 

 

[00:14:00.17] 

Annemarie A.: Okay. So, you guys are paid every single shift, as opposed to one paycheck bi-

weekly? 

 

[00:14:06.11] 

Kathy P.: Um-hm. 

 

[00:14:06.11] 

Annemarie A.: Interesting. That's great. Well, tell me a little bit, too. You mentioned this; your 

call parties, some of the regulars you have. Could you—you don't have to name them by 

name—but could you tell me about some of those folks and some of the relationships that 

you've developed over the years? 

 

[00:14:25.12] 
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Kathy P.: Oh, well, I have this one little gentleman that comes in here by himself. He's always 

lived by himself. I would say he's eighty . . . he's in his eighties. His name, I told you, his 

name was Ken. He comes in here. He used to come quite often, about three times a week. 

He doesn't have any children, and now he's gotten older, though, and he can't drive by 

himself, so now his brother or someone has to bring him. But then I've had regular 

customers, and when you develop a relationship with 'em and they come quite often, and 

then they, one day you just don't see 'em anymore, and you often wonder what happened 

to 'em. But if somethin' happens, there's no way of knowin', you know, what's happened, 

so you just wonder. I've had a lot of customers that I've waited on throughout the years, 

and sometimes, family members will come in and tell you. But most of the time, you 

don't ever know what happened. You know? 

 

[00:15:29.29] 

Annemarie A.: Yeah. That's, like, a little bit hard. 

 

[00:15:30.23] 

Kathy P.: Yeah. 

 

[00:15:33.01] 

Annemarie A.: I'm sorry to hear that. Well, that's nice, that people keep comin' back and sittin' 

in your section. 

 

[00:15:41.06] 
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Kathy P.: Yeah. It is nice. 

 

[00:15:43.14] 

Annemarie A.: Well, tell me a little bit. I'm also interested in, since you've been here for a long 

time, I was wonderin' about training or leading, either new host or hostesses or 

waitresses. 

 

[00:15:58.08] 

Kathy P.: No. We've had the same hostesses for years and years and years, and we don't really 

train waitresses here. We just pretty much tell 'em how it works, and then if they have 

any questions, they come to you and ask you. Or if they need to know where somethin' is, 

they'll come to you and ask you, and everybody will help them, whatever they need to 

know. But we don't have, like, one person that just trains. 

 

[00:16:26.10] 

Annemarie A.: That makes sense. So, what's the biggest advice, like the biggest help you 

usually give new hires here? 

 

[00:16:34.27] 

Kathy P.: Well, we just tell 'em to make sure that they have—'cause this restaurant turns over 

fairly quickly, your tables turn over. So, we just tell 'em to make sure that you have what 

you need on your tray, so you don't have to make so many steps. You know; napkins, 
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straws, whatever you can carry on there. That, pretty much, helps you save a lot of steps 

and a lot of time so you can attend to the customers more. You know. 

 

[00:17:04.07] 

Annemarie A.: That makes sense. Well, tell me a little bit, too, about—I think I've found that, 

for a restaurant to be really successful, there has to be a good relationship between back 

of house people in the kitchen, making the food, and people who are serving the food. 

Could you talk a little bit about that and how it works here? 

 

[00:17:26.21] 

Kathy P.: Oh, our kitchen staff is very, very good, very helpful. We all are pretty good friends 

here. They'll help us out if somethin' were to happen and you forget to turn an order in. 

Anything like that happens, they're good to help you out and take care of it for you. 

 

[00:17:49.04] 

Annemarie A.: That's good, that's nice. 

 

[00:17:52.02] 

Kathy P.: Yeah. And they all have been here for quite some time, too. Yeah. 

 

[00:17:54.29] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Well, I'm curious about that, because it seems like a lot of y'all 

have. What's the—do people usually come here and stay here for a while? 
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[00:18:02.13] 

Kathy P.: Oh, work here? Yeah. Most people that come here stay here a good while, yeah. Now, 

of course, we have had a handful that come, work a couple'a days, and leave. But 

majority of the people who come to work here usually stay for quite some time, yeah. 

 

[00:18:19.29] 

Annemarie A.: That's interesting. I've kind of found, talkin' to different folks, that there are 

either people who like to be mobile and move around, and then there are other people 

who kinda like to stay. 

 

[00:18:31.15] 

Kathy P.: Stay. They get comfortable where they're at, yeah. That's pretty much me; I pretty 

much just get comfortable wherever I'm at, yeah. 

 

[00:18:38.05] 

Annemarie A.: Yeah, that makes sense. Well, tell me a little bit, too, about what are the most 

challenging parts of this job and the most rewarding parts of this job? 

 

[00:18:48.11] 

Kathy P.: The most challenging part, to me, is when people—you try to help people, and they're 

extremely rude and ugly. That's the hard part for me, because you're doin' everything you 

can to try to make their meal enjoyable and make them comfortable, and then some of 



 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org  

Kathy Payne—Birmingham, AL | 19 

'em are just gonna be hateful and rude. It doesn't matter what you do, and that's the most 

challenging part for me. 

 

[00:19:15.07] 

Annemarie A.: That makes sense. How do you deal with those situations? 

 

[00:19:18.18] 

Kathy P.: I just be nice to 'em anyway; just kill 'em with kindness. A lot of times, they'll come 

around. Sometimes, they don't, but most of the time, if you're nice to them and they know 

that you're gonna be nice, they'll come around and be nice to you. But some of 'em don't. 

 

[00:19:37.14] 

Annemarie A.: Got a bee in their bonnet. 

 

[00:19:38.21] 

Kathy P.: Yeah. 

 

[00:19:40.02] 

Annemarie A.: Well, what's the most rewarding part about this job? 

 

[00:19:42.12] 
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Kathy P.: Ah, the most rewarding part, I guess, is to know that people enjoy. I mean, people pay 

a lot of money to go out and eat. I think that, when they enjoy their meal, it's rewarding to 

you that they've enjoyed their experience. You know? Or enjoyed their meal out. 

 

[00:20:06.07] 

Annemarie A.: For sure, definitely. I'm kinda interested, too. I think this is maybe a little bit 

different for this place, but I'm fascinated with the division of labor. So, men and women 

in front of house. Could you talk a little bit about that? Like how have you seen, gender-

wise, the people who work the floor here change over the years? If you have? 

 

[00:20:33.13] 

Kathy P.: Most of the servers that we have had here since I've been here have all been female. 

Just recently have they started havin' male servers. But, it seems to be workin'. So, yeah. 

 

[00:20:51.00] 

Annemarie A.: Yeah. Why do you think, what do you think caused that shift? 

 

[00:20:55.28] 

Kathy P.: I don't know why they decided to do that. It was just several of the guys that came to 

work here, in other positions, decided they wanted to try to serve, and so they let 'em. So.  

 

[00:21:12.13] 

Annemarie A.: That's cool. 
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[00:21:14.22] 

Kathy P.: Yeah. 

 

[00:21:16.01] 

Annemarie A.: Could you tell me a little bit—so, I guess for the recorder, could you walk us 

through the different roles that people in the dining room have? So, you guys are the 

waitresses. But comin' through here, there are the hosts and hostesses. Could you talk 

about those and their different roles? 

 

[00:21:34.17] 

Kathy P.: We have the people that work on the serving line, behind the cafeteria line. Then, we 

have the hostesses that seat people. We have the waiters and waitresses, the wait staff, 

that waits on the people. We have the bussers who clean the tables. Then we have the 

cashiers who people pay before they leave. That's pretty much all we have, other than 

what's, the dishwashers and what's back in the kitchen. 

 

[00:22:07.06] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. So, when you're on— when you have a shift here, and y'all are 

working, what are some of the—I don't want to say tactics, but I can't think of another 

word. Or maybe, like, the tools that you use that, I guess, are most important to use as a 

server? 
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[00:22:32.02] 

Kathy P.: Gosh, I don't know. I don't really have tools that I use. Just . . . I don't know, bein' nice 

to people. That's the only thing I can think of. It's the only kinda tool that you really need, 

to be nice to people and make sure that they have everything they need. Pretty much all 

you do. 

 

[00:23:05.08] 

Annemarie A.: That sounds good. That sounds like deceptively simple. It sounds simple, but— 

 

[00:23:11.02] 

Kathy P.: It is. I mean, you introduce yourself and you go up to 'em, ask them how they're doin', 

whatever they need, you give to 'em. It's pretty much all you do. 

 

[00:23:24.24] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Well, I've asked everybody this question 'cause I find it kind of 

interesting, kind of dichotomy, the difference between service and hospitality? I was 

wonderin', what are your definitions for service and what's your definition for hospitality? 

 

[00:23:42.16] 

Kathy P.: Oh, gosh. That's a hard one. Well, I think they kinda both go together. You know, you 

want to give people good service, but you want to give 'em hospitality, too, and make 'em 

feel comfortable. So I think the two probably, pretty much, go hand-in-hand.  
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[00:24:02.22] 

Annemarie A.: That's good. Can you kinda describe to me what that would be like, like how 

you would give somebody good service or hospitality, or both? 

 

[00:24:11.16] 

Kathy P.: Just make sure they have what they need. A good server's gonna check on their 

people, make sure they have what they need. As long as your customers have what they 

need and they're happy, that’s all there is. I mean, it's easy. 

 

[00:24:30.25] 

Annemarie A.: It's probably easy to you, but a lot of people can't do this work. 

 

[00:24:36.06] 

Kathy P.: Oh, really? 

 

[00:24:36.06] 

Annemarie A.: I think so. Well, it takes a lot of—I think I've found that it takes a lot of 

emotional energy as well as physical labor to do this job. 

 

[00:24:46.04] 

Kathy P.: I don't know, I guess I just been doin' it so long. It comes easy to me. 

 

[00:24:53.01] 
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Annemarie A.: That makes sense. Well, so, if anybody wanted to do this job, they just thought, 

"Maybe I want to make a career out of bein' a waiter or a waitress," what advice would 

you have for them, for anybody entering the profession? 

 

[00:25:11.03] 

Kathy P.: Oh, my goodness. I really don't know. Just make sure it's somethin' that you enjoy 

doin'. If you enjoy it, you're gonna be good at it, and you're gonna make decent money if 

you enjoy it. So, just make sure you enjoy what you're doin'. I guess that's the most 

advice I can give somebody. 

 

[00:25:39.16] 

Annemarie A.: That's good. 

 

[00:25:41.20] 

Kathy P.: You know? 

 

[00:25:43.18] 

Annemarie A.: That's nice. Well, is there anything that we haven't talked about that you want to 

talk about? 

 

[00:25:49.01] 

Kathy P.: No. 
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[00:25:51.15] 

Annemarie A.: Well, all right. I don't have any more questions for you. Thank you so much for 

talkin' with me. 

 

[00:25:57.15] 

Kathy P.: You're quite welcome. 

[End of interview] 


