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[Begin Robert Stehling Interview]
00:00:00

Interviewer:  You’re probably used to--‘cause you--you’re from North Carolina.

00:00:07

Robert Stehling:  Uh-hm.

00:00:07

Interviewer:  Are you from more of the western side? I remember--

00:00:10

RS:  No, Piedmont; yeah.

00:00:12

Interviewer:  Piedmont?

00:00:12

RS:  Yeah; I grew up outside of Winston and spent a lot of time in Chapel Hill.

00:00:18

Interviewer:  Did you go to school at UNC?

00:00:19

RS:  Sort of. [Laughs] I was enrolled there for a few semesters. I did get an education. I didn’t apply myself very much to the school situation. But I was a studio art major so I didn’t feel like I had to.

00:00:42

Interviewer:  Well you were--what painting?

00:00:44

RS:  I had been doing a lot of pottery and I had done a lot of it through my high school years and did a big portfolio and summer camps and on and on and on. But I was getting pretty bored with it. And it was all heavy. And you know you make it and dry it and fire it and paint it and glaze it and fire it again and I just--I started cooking instead.

00:01:15

Interviewer:  I’m going to turn the cameras on for that part. 

00:01:18

RS:  All right. 

00:01:21

Interviewer:  And I sent not only the questions but they were kind of last night so--

00:01:24

RS:  I looked over them briefly this morning, so I got a fair idea of where we’re going but you will need to prompt me along I think.

00:01:34

Interviewer:  [Inaudible]
00:01:37

RS:  You’ve been doing this a long time?

00:01:39

Interviewer:  I’ve been doing it with audiotape. Cameras are new to me.

00:01:44

RS:  No, but the--?

00:01:45

Interviewer:  I’ve been doing this for about three years. Did you ever meet Amy Evans?

00:01:48

RS:  Yes.

00:01:49

Interviewer:  She was the first oral historian and she left in the fall. And the idea was that there would be two of us but she moved to Houston and she--she’s a painter, so she said she needed some more time doing painting and incorporating it into her documentary work, so--. 

00:02:08

RS:  Well that’s cool for her.

00:02:10

Interviewer:  Okay; okay. Okay; I’m going to start the cameras Robert. You ready for this?

00:02:29

RS:  Yeah; whatev--. [Laughs]
00:02:37

Interviewer:  Okay and then I’m going to have you go ahead and hit this for me.

00:02:43

RS:  All right. [Claps]
00:02:47

Interviewer:  Okay; Robert will you just start by introducing yourself, saying hello, and telling me who you are?

00:02:53

RS:  Sure; I’m Robert Stehling from the Hominy Grille in Charleston, South Carolina.

00:02:57

Interviewer:  And Robert can you talk about--start off by talking about how you got here to South Carolina ‘cause you grew up in North Carolina?

00:03:05

RS:  Yeah; I grew up in North Carolina and you know as far as Charleston is concerned that makes me a Yankee. [Laughs] I came here through New York. I was living in Williamsburg/Brooklyn and my future wife was working with Lincoln Center on their Summer Festival and I had wanted to come to the South and open a restaurant and it was kind of my overall game plan. 

00:03:37


And I had not you know--I was getting more and more involved with my future wife and thinking oh, arts administrator--we’re not going anywhere. So I was looking around Williamsburg [Laughs] and then she was offered Spoleto to come produce the Spoleto Festival. And yeah; so that--that was--that’s all it took. I said let’s go and so we came here and that’s--that’s what brought me to Charleston.

00:04:05

Interviewer:  Okay; now were you cooking in New York? Can you talk about a little bit about what you--actually I wanted to start with can you talk about--‘cause you, I think I read or--and I think we talked about this last year that you started at Crook’s Corner and you got your first--

00:04:19

RS:  Yeah.

00:04:20

Interviewer:  --gig at Crook’s Corner. Can you talk about that?

00:04:22

RS:  Yeah; I was a--a quickly declining studio art major at UNC. Michael Jordan and I were in the same class, so it was that era that you know it was just kind of I needed a job and to--‘cause I was wanting to move in with my girlfriend the first summer and my parents were like no; we’re not paying for that. So I was like I will get a job and somebody said oh they got you know--they need a dishwasher where I work and walked in. You know I was on--we were on the way--our way to the quarry to go swimming, so we swung by the restaurant and I talked to Bill Neil and he put me on the schedule and advised me to wear shoes when I came to work. [Laughs]
00:05:09

Interviewer:  Did you just show up in your--?

00:05:11

RS:  Yeah; we were like I jumped out the back of a pickup truck and you know surrounded by a bunch of people and coolers of beer and ran in there and my friend said oh this is--you know Robert. He wants to wash dishes and they’re like all right; you know walked over to the schedule and that was it. And you know it was you know such a kind of magical place, you know. And I was having way more fun working there and I started you know becoming you know the prep cook and the line cook and moved my way up and you know just you know everybody in the kitchen had a PhD and you know there’s conversations and you know everybody was so smart and kind of exciting to be around compared to like hanging out in the dorm room with a bunch of college guys. And so you know I--I was bit by the bug then and I spent six years there and ended up running the kitchen. I did pretty much everything in the restaurant except to host. I don’t think I ever hosted.

00:06:16


But I had some front of the house experience and realized I was a back of the house person and I ended up running the kitchen for Bill or I guess for Jean at the time when Bill was off doing something else and just kind of felt really over my head but knew that was where I wanted to go. So I had an opportunity to move to New York and that was as far away as I could get and still stay in the country as far as I was concerned. And you know I wanted that--that change and--and headed to New York and worked in--in and around New York for about 10 years--9 years. I moved there in 1988 and I worked at a place called Arizona 206 for a guy named Brendan Walsh and that was a--you know a really fabulous setup ‘cause it was--it--where was that? It was right behind Bloomingdale’s and it was four restaurants that were interconnected owned by Dr. Santos who owned Sign of the Dove and Brendan ran the whole thing as this huge kind of you know chefs-mill in some ways. And every Thursday afternoon was class and we you know--we all went to one of the dining rooms and sat down and somebody would come in from Dartanian or from Fulton Street Fish Market and you know lecture us on that or--or the--the steward would get up and lecture us about what he did and how to cost out a dish and it was just you know it was amazing. [Laughs]
00:07:52


And then you know that job fell apart and then I had another many jobs here and there and everywhere. I worked at--for Sarah Best up on the Westside. I got to see how fabulous brunch was; you know I worked some places down in the Village and I could see how some shady restaurants were and I worked at a really beautiful Italian restaurant called [Volanico]. I think I averaged a new job every six months. You know some jobs lasted a couple years and some jobs lasted a couple minutes. [Laughs]
00:08:27

Interviewer:  And you said that you were inviting a change for moving--moving from North Carolina to New York. I mean can you talk a little bit about how you felt when like leaving the South and going to New York and if that--?

00:08:39

RS:  Yeah; you know it was--you know it was--you know I was scared and excited. You know it was really stimulating you know. New York was really exciting and it you know seemed to be kind of the center of--of everything and you know I wanted to be where the action was. You know I wanted to get as far away from you know the country crossroads I grew up in [Laughs] you know and New York was the place to do it, so--. But you know it was--it was you know a tough time in New York, too. [Laughs]
00:09:15

Interviewer:  But you made it though. I mean you stayed for a while.

00:09:17

RS:  Yeah; you know my first job there you know I spent the--almost three weeks’ paycheck to pay my rent and scraped by but you know you get--you know a lot of camaraderie and you know you rely on your friends to take care of you and you know so we had fun. We had a great time and you know we got to sneak in places and you know got free drinks when we could or whatever. [Laughs]
00:09:43

Interviewer:  Can you talk a little bit about I mean you said you grew up in Piedmont. Can you talk about growing up and if there were any specific food traditions or--? I feel like you said last year your dad used to work for one of the Moravian--he was a baker?

00:09:59

RS:  Yeah; he ended up--there was a restored Moravian village called Old Salem and the history of North Carolina it was deeded by the King to--to the Moravians to settle what was wilderness then and my father’s you know many career jobs he ended up working at Old Salem in the bakery and then he really loved it and--and kind of found himself there and they switched him over to the commercial side and he ran that for a while. And at one point my brother went to open a restaurant in North Carolina in the mountains and they moved up there and he became the pastry chef for the restaurant and you know that was his kind of entre into the--into the business you know late in life, but you know he--he really loved being part of what was going on with his sons and the business and stuff, so--.

00:10:57

Interviewer:  Can you talk a little bit more about that because the restaurant is Early Girl Eatery correct?

00:11:01

RS:  Early Girl and he has King Daddy’s Chicken and Waffles now, too, so--. 

00:11:08

Interviewer:  So I’m just interested; you know could you talk a little bit more about the influence that you and your brother had on your dad when he was watching you guys go off and--and pursue cooking and--and creating something in the culinary sphere? What did he do before and I’m wondering if you could talk a little bit more about that?
00:11:28

RS:  Yeah; well you know my brother is in the business also, you know. I think at one point we had planned to be partners but in the long-term we were both cooks and not--neither one of us was a front of the house person. [Laughs] So it didn’t--didn’t really work out. But he you know moved to Ashville and you know brought my dad into it. But you know we as a family we’re--you know my parents were--or my father in particular was a huge organic gardener and back at that time in the ‘70s we--you know we struggled to get by. You know we drank powdered milk and mixed soybean into our hamburger and you know we went to the mountains and bought 22 bushels of apples and made applesauce out of it and you would sit at the kitchen table and peel with the little aluminum peelers and the juice would run down your elbows and there would be this gray sludge and that was like piling up on--you know it was just--that--yeah it was part of what our family did, you know dehydrating all this food and--and putting it away. And you know I hated--I hated all of it. [Laughs]
00:12:43


But it was a really you know it was a bonding experience for the family and you know it made us really self-sufficient in our professional lives also which I think has you know been great for both of us, my mother and I. So my dad kind of flopped around and you know had different careers; he started his own business, but didn’t--you know after a few years it didn’t turn out to what he wanted it to be. And at one point we were--my sister and myself and my dad were all in college and my brother was in high school and so he had--he started another career with a--with a degree and that kind of you know went--didn’t go anywhere after a few years.

00:13:30


So he decided that he loved the--what his sons were doing and wanted in on the action, so--. And he’s been happily retired for the last 20 years. [Laughs]
00:13:45

Interviewer:  And for the record, will you tell me your parents’ names?

00:13:47

RS:  Robert Stehling is my father and Shirley Stehling is--is my mother.

00:13:54

Interviewer:  And the names of your brother and sister?

00:13:56

RS:  My brother is John Stehling and he’s married to Julie Stehling and they own the restaurants in Ashville. And my sister Wendy lives in New Orleans and she has nothing to do with the food industry [Laughs] except that she lives in New Orleans, which makes you a very you know good food-oriented person by default pretty much.

00:14:20

Interviewer:  And Robert will you just tell me for the record, also this is the last for the record question right now--what the name of the town you grew up in, in North Carolina is?
00:14:29

RS:  We grew up in a place called Sedge Garden which was a community. The closest town was Kernersville and the closest big city was Winston-Salem, so you know I lived in a subdivision underneath the power lines surrounded by creeks and cow pastures and you know red clay and pine forests, so it was a beautiful area.

00:14:55

Interviewer:  And I wanted to go back, you know you were talking about how you met your wife and--in New York and you came back South for Spoleto. Did you have in mind that you were going to start your own restaurant? I mean how did it--how did Hominy Grille happen in relation to when you got--?

00:15:14

RS:  Oh Hominy Grille happened when I was working with Bill at Crook’s Corner. I definitely knew what I wanted; you know when I started working at Crook’s it was--you know it had been a corner gas station. They were serving barbeque, you know because they had always served barbeque there but they also had a very you know European bistro menu.

00:15:38


Bill started writing his cookbooks and really became focused on--on who he was as a Southerner and the food dialed into being Southern food so I got to see classic dishes like piaya you know transform into a jambalaya or perloo and you know had asparagus Italian and you know I realized how--you know that was a Southern dish so I saw--really saw the--how Southern cuisine was--was you know these other cuisines had gone into them and I always really you know avid amateur history buff so you know I just devoured as much as I could about how foodways happened which is really exciting and interesting to me.

00:16:26


So I felt really confident about being a Southern chef that you know I--I knew the techniques and I felt the pedigree of the food and it was justified and I felt like as a Southerner my best--you know this is what I should be producing and not you know worrying about learning French and spending a couple years in the South of France which had not really appealed to me. I didn’t have those kinds of finances. [Laughs] But you know it--it made me feel really confident about who I was and--and I started cooking that way.

00:17:03


And I knew I wanted to be the owner and I wanted to--to serve this food. And I felt throughout my time in New York that I really wanted to do it in the South; that if I did it in New York I’d have to explain you know what hoppin’ john was or collard greens for the rest of my life and I was just like oh man; you know I want these--I want to cook for the people who understand the food, you know. I don’t want it to be a novelty.

00:17:31


So I planned to come to the South and you know as I said, that was beginning to feel like that was never going to happen and then it happened overnight. And--and you know for me, Charleston is a--you know a city that’s really rich culturally and historically and--and very unique within the South. So it--it was a really fertile ground to--to mine for you know food, so I--you know I was really excited about it.

00:18:04

Interviewer:  I’m wondering if you could talk about some of the Low Country--like you know we’re in the Low Country and there is specific ingredients and dishes that are put into Low Country cooking and I’m wondering what--what particular elements of Low Country are and how they influenced you, if you could--if there were a few particular things or just the--the region in general how--how you carved your way into that.

00:18:27

RS:  I think I came you know to--to Charleston; I had kind of a very fair and broad definition. I already had some classic recipes in my repertoire and I--you know there were a couple of Charleston cookbooks that really were you know close to my bedside. And so I felt pretty confident. It--it took a little while though to fit into modern Charleston. A lot of people didn’t want to eat that way 20 years ago. They wanted to feel sophisticated and they wanted to have you know a national chain come and tell them, you know you’re worthy of you know recognition for that. And you know kind of the food of their parents or parents’ generation was kind of something they wanted to hide a little bit. So you know that was kind of difficult and I felt I needed--you know at some point very early on to rethink what I was doing and start to--started really listening to the customers about what they wanted to eat and you know then you start kind of pulling their memories out of them and then you get like really great you know--then you start to understand what a dish is and not this historical thing but this you know developing you know kind of modern iteration--iteration of you know a--an ancient recipe that you know may have started in the Middle East you know 2,000 years ago. [Laughs]
00:20:10

Interviewer:  Robert do you remember a specific customer or just someone where somebody was telling you a story about a specific dish and it kind of changed your perception of things?

00:20:20

RS:  Yeah; I think there’s been a lot of--a lot of those moments, you know. There’s--there was a couple, the Lipton(s) that have been great friends of ours; there’s an old very established Jewish community here so they have much more awareness of kind of what they’re eating and she was--Sandra was always happy to share kind of her memories of growing up here and how they ate in the--the ‘50s which is--I kind of find a really fascinating period that you know all this technology, you know food technology that came out of World War II and everything really worked its way down into the diet and you know that’s where all these cans of mushroom soup recipes come from and stuff. And you know I just--I find that fascinating how that took the older recipes and you know then--then people started working these shortcuts into it. And then you get like another you know generation of the dish.

00:21:34


So she always shared her memories with that and I remember working through a couple dishes with her and she would come and I’d go how does this taste? What does this taste like? She’d go oh it’s good but it’s not la, la, la and I’d be like argh. [Laughs] So you know and there were a couple customers like that but you know they were also--you know one of our most famous dishes is a fried chicken biscuit that’s covered in gravy and you know that--that came from--from a guy who was working on my car, you know talking about going to the fast food restaurant Hardee’s and--and you know sweet-talking the girls behind the counter into putting extra gravy on his--his biscuit. And they were like oh you’re nasty; oh you’re a nasty boy, you know. And so you know that--that became a dish; you know that--you know it’s kind of this exchange you know with--with the community. And I think that was a really important part of Hominy’s identity you know and finding--you know kind of drilling down into you know once I--once I moved here and--and becoming part of the community was--was kind of mining into the people’s lives that way.

00:22:45


And you know a restaurant is a great place to do that. You know--you know especially you know at Hominy we’re open all day so you know you get a lot of people that come for breakfast you know several days a week, so you get to see the same customer. And you know you--you begin to trust them and if they say something is not right then you know you better pay attention. [Laughs]
00:23:07

Interviewer:  And Robert you said it was the Lipton, Sandra; what’s her husband’s name?
00:23:10

RS:  Maury.

00:23:11

Interviewer:  Maury?

00:23:13

RS:  Yeah; yeah.

00:23:13

Interviewer:  Do they still come in?

00:23:15

RS:  He has passed on recently and she is--is getting up but she still comes in pretty--pretty regularly, long enough--enough to be recognized by--by somebody on the staff still so that’s good. You know we’ve been there 20 years so it has been interesting to see people’s lives changing over that period of time, you know the customers who have kids and you know kids that have gone off to college and had kids and you know people who--who you know are not customers anymore.

00:23:50

Interviewer:  And I wanted to ask you about--you had mentioned some Low Country--some dishes that were known here that people didn’t want to eat anymore. Can you be specific about that like the kinds of things that people kind of 20 years ago they wouldn’t eat that you wanted to bring back?

00:24:09

RS:  Um, I think it was more kind of a purist approach that I had to--to dishes that I remember particularly pork chops were just a really hard sell. [Laughs] I couldn’t understand that and just no matter what--and finally you know I just gave up you know. And I think we ended putting like a roast pork sandwich on and that--that was fine, but it--it was odd things that you know didn’t--that wouldn’t go and I couldn’t figure out why. [Laughs] 

00:24:47

Interviewer:  Who wouldn’t eat a pork chop?

00:24:49

RS:  You know--

00:24:51

Interviewer:  People--

00:24:52

RS:  Yeah; yeah, yeah.

00:24:55

Interviewer:  And I wanted to ask you before I forget--I have a couple more questions for you--the cookbooks that you said were by your beside--what were the Charleston cookbooks that had an influence on you?

00:25:04

RS:  Two Hundred Years of Charleston Cooking was my favorite. And you know Charleston Receipts was really good. I think those were the two main ones.

00:25:18

Interviewer:  And did you kind of just stumble into them or did somebody like kind of guide you toward those two?

00:25:23

RS:  Bill Neil, Two Hundred Years of--I think Bill Neil probably put me on both of them. I mean when--learning to you know cook at Crook’s was learning to cook--cook in general. It was you know one--one wall of the kitchen had you know huge shelves--three shelves of cookbooks. And when you know Bill would say you know I want a shrimp creole recipe; go look in this book and this book and whatever else you can find, so you started out with the cookbooks and cross-referenced everything and then went into it. And so I started you know building my cookbooks based on what was there and--and those were definitely two that were--were in heavy rotation there, so--. It was--you know that trained me and it’s been fascinating that you know I was so consumed by cookbooks you know until I opened Hominy Grille and that kind of disappeared after the first few years. Maybe that I didn’t--didn’t want to go home and open a cookbook up; maybe the advent of the internet made it--you didn’t have to look up you know--you didn’t have to go to the books anymore and I think part of it is that I don’t--I don’t need the cookbooks anymore. I’m living it in some ways; I’m the walk-in staring at the same you know 15 vegetables over and over again and I’m--I’m you know reaching for ideas that it’s much--you know doing is better than reading about it.

00:27:17


So I--I’ve lost my taste for cookbooks and I’m patient with them now. I like to look at them and they’re pretty and everything but you know to work my way through them is just--it’s too much. You know I don’t watch TV; you know I don’t watch the Food TV either. I’m just not interested in it. After 12 hours in the kitchen you know--

00:27:42

Interviewer:  Do you think it’s also part of it is just learning to try things throughout the years and all the experience that you absorbed, you just trust yourself more maybe?

00:27:50

RS:  Yeah; yeah. Definitely confidence level and you know keeping--keeping to do this year after year, you--you know the things that make the difference you learn. [Laughs]
00:28:06

Interviewer:  And Robert just for the record, what year did you open Hominy Grille?

00:28:09

RS:  Nineteen ninety-six.

00:28:11

Interviewer:  Okay and then--I have two questions left for you. One is could you talk a little bit about your new venture that you’re taking on at the new place?

00:28:21

RS:  Sure; sure. It’s--it’s a fried chicken place basically, pretty straightforward.

00:28:28

Interviewer:  Define chicken.

00:28:31

RS:  Well there is a steady demand for it. We do a really good product at Hominy. I think I have a good relationship with fried chicken. [Laughs] 

00:28:53

Interviewer: What do you mean by that?

00:28:55

RS:  Well you know at first when I opened Hominy you know I didn’t--you know everybody was doing fried chicken and if you, you know--I felt like if I started doing fried chicken that people would latch onto that very quickly and then my comparison to you know churches or KFC or whatever somebody’s favorite you know fried chicken was sooner or later somebody was going to come in and tell me it wasn’t you know as good as the fried chicken at KFC. And I was going to be pissed. [Laughs] But you know what can you say? 

00:29:27


But so I kind of stayed away from it and then I tried to kind of recreate it, different recipe, and then I finally decided I’d do it and then I decided I’d do it on stovetop you know and present that ‘cause I didn’t--you know it was a very home method. Finally I’ve you know faced the fried chicken monster as it was and embraced it and you know really worked in through a recipe and a whole kind of program, you know and we worked through several brines and--and dredges and you know it was--you know we really focused on that and--and--and you know asked you know what’s good about fried chicken, how can we do it, how can we do a lot of it and give it to people at reasonable prices? And you know this--the new venture will you know--the fry house will just take one splinter of what we do at Hominy Grille and make it more accessible, so--.

00:30:23


And you know this town is--is nuts with restaurants. And to try and replicate a full service restaurant like Hominy Grille is--it’s too big an undertaking right now. This will you know will produce the product out of a central commissary kitchen and go ship it over there and it will take less skill and people to make it go. So we see that as a way to expand. And lastly you know I have people on staff that I need to make partners and--and tie them into the business and you  know I don’t think for myself I was motivated enough but to give them room to grow and--and to be part of what’s going on. Otherwise they’re going--they’re going to go somewhere else. So you know I need to--I need to keep the machine running on some levels. [Laughs]
00:31:18

Interviewer:  So the people who are partnering with you for the new place is it called Fry House by the way?

00:31:23

RS:  Yeah; I think it’s going to be called Chick’s Fry House I think.
00:31:27

Interviewer:  Cool.

00:31:28

RS:  We have had a lot of name issues.

00:31:32

Interviewer:  How so?

00:31:33

RS:  Well most everything is trademarked at this point. 

00:31:38

Interviewer:  Thought about that?

00:31:39

RS:  No; you don’t think about it until it hits you with like a brick and you’re like oh what? You know we had a great name that we you know thought was you know--we got really used to and we were really in love with and after that everything sounded stupid but it was already trademarked, so--

00:31:56

Interviewer:  Can you say what it is?

00:31:58

RS:  We were going to call it Chicken Land which we were really happy with but an international chain or international conglomerate out of Cypress or someplace has the US trademark on that, yeah, yeah. And then they’re--I don’t think they’re even using it. They have 100 units in--in the United States that are totally a different name but you know that’s--that’s the business you know. And that’s the influence of media and you know all that’s worth something now, so--.

00:32:38

Interviewer:  And Robert just to go back, the folks that you’re partnering with are at Hominy Grille now? Is that--?

00:32:44

RS:  Yes; yes.

00:32:45

Interviewer:  Could you say who--who they are?

00:32:46

RS:  Oh yeah; his name is David [Ecky] and he’s been with Hominy, was a Johnson & Wales grad. He worked for Hominy for a little while after he graduated and then he went to--off to do his own thing for a while and decided he liked it where it was warm and sunny most of the time. [Laughs] And showed back up and you know he started working for me again and we were both kind of looking at spaces, the same spaces up and down the peninsula and I was like well let’s do it together. And he’s like yeah; let’s do it together and so he’s--he’s been a great partner and it will allow you know us to open another business but me still to be in Hominy which is my primary--will always be my primary you know--primary focus. [Laughs]
00:33:39

Interviewer:  And I lied; I have one more question.

00:33:40

RS:  Sure; sure I’m fine. 

00:33:42

Interviewer:  Do you ever have a moment or moments where you, you know you’re working with Dave and you--you know you’re partnering with him and you’ve taken the next step--do you ever have a moment where you think back to like maybe you feel like you’re more like in Neil’s shoes when you walked into the restaurant without any shoes on? Like do you ever have any moments where you can start to relate to Bill as you know as you get older and you have more years under your belt and you are watching people come into it like you did? Do you ever think about that?

00:34:13

RS:  Not in that context. I think about Bill a lot and you know just kind of you know how he would fit into what has happened in the last 30 years to--to the food world. You know somebody of his kind of intelligent you know intellectual approach to it but also kind of media savvy and--and so you know miss him in that respect. 

00:34:48


When I worked with Dave though I more see myself 15 years ago and I’m impatient [Laughs], hoping that he doesn’t make the same kind of stupid mistakes I made and come on and don’t--don’t step there. Watch out you know. It’s--it’s a different kind of mentoring I think. I think you know with--with Bill it was much more creative and--and spiritual and--and I think now especially at the point Hominy is it’s you know we are big business with 90 employees and it’s--it’s just a different--different ballgame completely. [Laughs]
00:35:33

Interviewer:  Robert I asked you a lot of questions and I’m wondering, I think this is a really nice place to stop. But is there anything else that you want to add that you think is important, something I didn’t ask you or just anything pertaining to your influences here in the Low Country, anything that you want to say before I turn the cameras off?
00:35:51

RS:  Um, I feel like there’s a lot of stuff that--that we didn’t get to. I--I don’t--I don’t really--

00:36:06

Interviewer:  I’m wondering; actually okay I’ll--

00:36:09

RS:  I feel like we didn’t talk about Charleston very much and--and what’s here. I kind of blabbered on about me. [Laughs]
00:36:16

Interviewer:  That’s the nature of an oral history interview. Is someone knocking?

00:36:20

RS:  Uh-hm. 

00:36:23

Interviewer:  Hello? Okay; will you talk about just you know you mentioned that Charleston is such a food town. Was that the case when you moved here 20 years ago? I mean have you watched this--watched this change over--I mean it seems like such a center place for food right in the South especially but nationally? But I’m wondering did it feel that way when you guys got here?

00:36:48

RS:  No; no. You know when I was in Chapel Hill, I would you know come down to Charleston and then move to New York and was gone for you know almost a decade and then when I came to Charleston none of the restaurants were still around. You know there was a couple places like the Primrose House and John Martin Taylor had his bookstore so it was--it--it had some food but--action but it definitely had changed. I think part of you know when the--the Base closed, the Navy Base that--that kind of--they started looking around for another source of revenue. And there was Johnson & Wales here, so there was a good student population and there was certainly a first-round of--of restaurants, you know Magnolia’s and Carolina’s and Snob. And--and those were all new and they were all part of that kind of you know packaging I guess of Charleston.

00:38:01


But there--there wasn’t a whole lot of focus then I think, especially on Southern you know--especially on what the food traditions that were here. You know there was some--some mixing in of Southern ingredients and stuff but it was--a lot of it was fueled by culinary students that were coming at it from that approach. 

00:38:24


So you know I felt like it was a no-brainer to do the kind of food I was doing. It was exactly what I came for, but it--it kind of felt like an outsider on some levels.

00:38:36


Then you know at that point also Food Network had just started within the last few years and as I said, Johnson & Wales was here, but you know the--the culinary students weren't--were just coming into the industry too. And those kinds of forces coincided to create a perfect storm for food in general in this country and just pushed it to one of these recreational you know past times. So Charleston really rode that; Charleston really rode the cycle of popularity of Southern food which had its big close-up moment there for a while again which you know I feel like I’ve seen that happen a couple times over my lifetime. You know it will be really you know--it--for a few years but certainly this time around with the media attention and everything it really kind of blew it up. And you know now the--the--there’s so many restaurants in town that you know it’s--it’s created an environment within itself you know beyond. You know Charleston is just such a beautiful romantic place to come and walk around and feel you know and it’s really kind of soft you know and gentle energy you know.

00:40:02


And you know the food scene has kind of taken on--on a life of its own and the center has shifted away and I think it’s better--better food than it was but I still think it’s a really young town. When you know Katrina came through New Orleans I got a few phone calls about you know is Charleston going to take over New Orleans now? And I was like no. [Laughs] You know Charleston--Charleston’s food traditions are based on home and the home cook; it’s not--it has not traditionally been a restaurant town. There aren't these places like [Galatoire’s] or Commander’s Palace that have been around you know for--for decades and decades. It’s all very new here. But the--the--the cooks and people entertained in their homes. They had ballrooms in their homes. They had you know a battery of cooks to--to do for them and that’s where the food culture has been in this town and is very wealthy. So it’s a lot of great you know high-end ingredients over the day, you know all this great imported stuff.

00:41:13


But you know the--oh the--the concentration of African slaves in the South though are really--was able to influence the food here in a really unique way. So we’ve maintained a lot of okra and eggplant and tomatoes in our diet that you know--and those--those, the you know former slaves were the cooks still, you know who--who have had control over the pantry you know for all these hundreds of years so that has really you know made Charleston food what it is. And it’s going to take another generation or two I think for the restaurants to really start to tease that out if--if it doesn’t get kind of washed out at all, all the way out. So it will be interesting to see what happens.

00:42:09

Interviewer:  How has that made you do things differently like I’m wondering if there’s ever been a time in the last 20 years where you’ve seen something new happen or this focus come to Charleston that you were talking about and you’ve seen it happen a few times. Does that kind of attention make you want to do something differently in your own cooking?
00:42:28

RS:  Um, it--it--the--the focusing of the attention, you know makes me work harder. And you know I don’t change the menu a whole lot but I think people will be surprised how many times I go through the menu and turn everything upside down and see you know can we do it better, can we do it differently? So that kind of attention has always made me you know keep pushing.

00:42:57


I--you know things that I couldn’t put on my menu 18 years ago I can now. You know when I first put pimento cheese on you know I was an oddity you know. And now it--it’s every which way, but--so that kind of--but it’s also made me feel less individual and unique or cutting edge or you know--. Now it’s kind of you know everybody is doing some of these dishes and you know like well what--what am I really doing you know? So it--it’s been great, you know to push me professionally although sometimes you feel tired. [Laughs]
00:43:46

Interviewer:  I can imagine. Robert I’m going to stop the tape. Is there anything else you want to add? I know that we didn’t--I mean these are shorter interviews unfortunately. I feel like I could ask you more questions for another two hours about Charleston.

00:44:00

RS:  Yeah; it would be fun but I think--I think this is a good stopping point.

00:44:04

Interviewer:  We’ll call this part one.

00:44:05

RS:  Yeah; okay, okay.

00:44:06

Interviewer:  And then I’m going to have you give me your birth date for the record.

00:44:09

RS:  Sure; it is May 1, 1963.

00:44:14

Interviewer:  Okay; and--and today is March 5, 2015.

00:44:20

RS:  Uh-hm.

00:44:22

Interviewer:  Thank you Robert. 

00:44:24

RS:  All right; thank you Sara. 

00:44:27

Interviewer:  And I’ll get those lights out of your--we’ll get you out of the lights.

00:44:29

RS:  That’s all right. Take your time. 

00:44:49

Interviewer:  Okay; let me get you out of here and you can take a little breather. Thank you so much for coming back here. I know it’s not the most--

00:44:55

RS:  Yeah; it was kind of fun. 

00:44:59

Interviewer:  Well Melissa got the--hooray; thank you Melissa. Do you want some water?

00:45:09

RS:  No; I’m fine.

00:45:12

[End Robert Stehling Interview]
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