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Kate Medley:  This is Kate Medley with Graison Gill of Bellegarde Bakery on February 

1st, 2018. Graison, I’ll get you to introduce yourself. 

 

[0:00:22.7] 

Graison Gill:  My name is Graison Gill.  I was born on August 30th of 1987 in Torrance, 

California. 

 

[0:00:29.5] 

Kate Medley:  And then introduce us to Bellegarde. 

 

[0:00:33.6] 

Graison Gill:  Bellegarde is a commercial bakery in the Broadmoor neighborhood of 

New Orleans.  We’ve been in business just shy of five years.  We had our first sale and 

opened on St. Joseph’s Day in 2013, that’s March 19th, so we’re just approaching five 

years in business.  We’re a commercial bakery that only does wholesale for 

supermarkets, cafes, restaurants, and other places that either use the bread as an 

ingredient or they resell the bread in our bag on our behalf, so to speak.  We’re located in 

a 2,300-square-foot warehouse in Broadmoor, New Orleans.  We have a stone flour mill, 

and we make all of our breads by hand.  We have a staff of about thirteen people.  On an 

average week, we bake about 5,000 loaves of bread, and in an average year, as of last 

year, we’re doing about 150,000 pounds of flour, the vast majority of which we use 

ourselves but we’re also selling a decent amount to local chefs and restaurants as well. 
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 Bellegarde was named after the very first bakery here in Louisiana.  The French 

colonial capital was originally Mobile, and they moved the capital to New Orleans, I 

think in 1718, 1722.  There was a guy baking under the name Bellegarde in Mobile, and 

when it was announced they were going to move the colonial administration to New 

Orleans, he decided not to stay, and he opened up a bakery in 1722 on the corner of St. 

Ann and Chartres Street in the Quarter where the Pontalba is today.  I was doing some 

research at Tulane about the history of bakeries in New Orleans, and I thought that that 

would be a perfect name for what we’re doing, because even though our technology is a 

little bit different in terms of the ovens that we have and we have electricity and stuff like 

that, I really feel like our methods and our intentions are, if not the same, then very, very 

close to what the original Bellegarde was doing 300 years ago here in New Orleans. 

 

[0:02:35.2] 

Kate Medley:  Great.  Tell me about what the space looks like. 

 

[0:02:39.3] 

Graison Gill:  Bellegarde Bakery used to be part of a famous New Orleans bakery called 

Gambino’s Bakery, and that occupied the entire building that we’re in now, so that entire 

building is probably about 10,000 to 12,000 square feet.  Gambino’s Bakery moved out 

to the suburbs, I think in the late eighties or early nineties, and it was at that point that a 

Vietnamese couple purchased the entire building, subdivided it.  Currently we’re flanked 

by a flower shop and by a beauty supply parlor. And in the middle, where our location is, 
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our warehouse used to be a Capt. Sal’s Boiled Seafood kind of restaurant and takeout 

joint, and that went out of business after the BP oil spill. 

So I was kind of cruising around, working with a few realtors when I was looking 

to rent this space, and just realized how out of touch people were in terms of what I was 

able to afford.  And not only that, but more than that just emotionally, I didn’t need to be 

on some $6,000 building on Magazine Street, because that wasn’t my demographic and 

that wasn’t what I was going for.  So the neighborhood, for the most part, has been really 

wonderful to us and definitely has been wonderful for us.  We’re currently just in a very, 

very basic 2,300-square-foot building with a partition down the middle.  So the oven is in 

the back with a big freight door to pull off some of the heat during the summer, and in the 

front room we have a big AC unit, and that’s where all the mixing and shaping and 

milling takes place. 

 

[0:04:17.3] 

Kate Medley:  What’s the name of that neighborhood again? 

 

[0:04:21.6] 

Graison Gill:  That’s Broadmoor. 

 

[0:04:23.5] 

Kate Medley:  And what would you say sets your bakery apart from others in New 

Orleans and in the South? 
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[0:04:30.9] 

Graison Gill:  A lot of people ask if I come from a family of bakers or if there’s any 

secret about what we do, or some BS about, like, the yeast in the air, whatever, whatever 

the kind of fancy, like, Mad Men spin on the advertisement is about what sets you apart, 

and none of that stuff is true, because I don’t come from a family of bakers.  I’ve been 

baking pretty much my entire adult life, so I definitely have some good practice involved, 

but beyond that, we have no secrets.  We welcome people to come and visit us if they 

schedule an appointment ahead of time.  We don’t like random drop-ins.  But really what 

sets us apart is the fact that we’re milling our own flour, and we’re still using 

commercially bought white flour, and that’s kind of a different subject.  But we have one 

bread that’s completely and entirely made of organic stone-milled flour that we’re milling 

ourselves and that we’re sourcing directly from the farmers.  We’re using salt from Avery 

Island, Louisiana, and we’re using filtered New Orleans’ water. 

 So I think, in my opinion, most any bread should be vegan unless it’s a brioche or 

it’s some sort of enriched bread, but everything that we make is vegan.  There’s no sugar, 

there’s no additives, there’s nothing else in it that really adulterates just the basic premise 

of using fresh flour, and I think that’s what distinguishes us, because anyone that visits 

our building knows that there’s nothing special about the building.  There’s nothing 

special about me.  We have some wonderful staff members and, I mean, in many ways 

they’re special, but there’s nothing special about what they do when it comes to baking.  I 

think all of us are just very, very dedicated, we’re very disciplined, and we’re very 

convinced that using the freshest flour possible in any loaf of bread is really what’s going 

to distinguish it, whether you’re in Montreal or whether you’re in Senegal. 
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 So when people ask what makes Bellegarde different, it’s really the fact that 

we’re baking with an alive, freshly milled whole wheat flour, versus something that’s just 

coming out of a bag that was probably grown five years ago in Kansas, sat in a grain silo, 

was sold to Archer Daniel Midlands or Cargill and was probably milled years before it 

was used, and then kept in a warehouse on a pallet until somebody bought it and added 

some water to it and baked off a loaf of bread or a cake with it, whereas the flour that 

we’re using has been milled typically within seventy-two hours of it being baked. 

 

[0:06:52.9] 

Kate Medley:  Generally, who are your customers? 

 

[0:06:55.4] 

Graison Gill:  The vast majority of our customers are restaurants, so what we call 

wholesale restaurants.  So in New Orleans it’s going to be La Petite Grocery, Nina 

Compton at Compère Lapin, Baccanal, St. James Cheese, Isaac Toups, Aaron Burgau at 

Patois.  I mean, we have about eighty customers, so those folks kind of come to mind 

immediately. And then the balance is what we call resale customers, so that would be 

Ralph’s and Whole Foods and other kind of markets or supermarkets, whether they’re 

local or whether they’re larger like Whole Foods.  But about one-third of the business is 

what we call resale, so we put the bread in our bag and that’s resold on the shelf of the 

market, and then two-thirds of the business is wholesale, so that’s restaurants and other 

places that just use the bread kind of raw, so to speak, in terms of they use it on the table.  

Petite Grocery and Restaurant August use our bread for table service.  Or you have places 
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like St. James Cheese that use our bread for sandwiches or for cheeseboards.  So those 

are our wholesale customers. 

 

[0:08:07.3] 

Kate Medley:  Stepping back a little bit, tell us about where you’re from. 

 

[0:08:13.8] 

Graison Gill:  I grew up in what’s called the South Bay in California, so it’s not quite 

Los Angeles; it’s just about fifteen, twenty miles south of Los Angeles.  And there’s three 

cities that kind of compose the South Bay: it’s Manhattan Beach, Hermosa Beach, and 

Redondo Beach.  I was raised and I spent time in each of those cities, those towns.  I went 

to high school and to public school and all that stuff over there, and I left when I was 

seventeen and I went to New York University for two years.  I moved to New York and I 

did two years in New York, and I got an associate’s degree.  Then I left to go do some 

other stuff. 

But the towns that I grew up in, they’re very beautiful places.  I didn’t always 

grow up on the water, next to the water, but the water was always kind of something that 

was ubiquitous, I think, in people’s lifestyle and definitely in their mind, and I think the 

water and the ocean definitely dictated how people felt about that place, because, 

otherwise, there was nothing too incredible about it.  I think the beaches and people’s 

relationship to the water there was really the definitive aspect of why people would either 

want to stay there, why people would want to go there. 
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 I grew up reading a lot.  I definitely was a very outdoors kid, and I’m old enough 

to remember the days when the computer didn’t pollute everything and we spent a lot of 

time outside, you know, skateboarding or bicycling.  I’m glad that I got that kind of a 

childhood in that sense, because when I grew up and where I grew up, we were always 

outside and we were always outdoors, and we definitely had our group of people and a 

group of friends that was never chained to the inside and wasn’t kind of isolated in the 

same way that I see kids being isolated today with the computers and the games and all 

that kind of stuff. 

 Then when I was, like, eleven, we moved to a really wonderful different part of 

Redondo Beach, and it’s kind of coincidental but I grew up with some Louisiana Creole 

people that had moved.  The father had moved after serving in Vietnam in the Navy, I 

guess as part of the great migration to Redondo Beach, and he married, like, a fifth-

generation Chicana woman, and their two sons were my best friends growing up.  And 

next door to them were some first-generation Mexican Americans, not Chicanos.  

They’re very different than Rose was.  So that was really my group and my crew, and I 

remember them.  I remember Paul, the older, senior Paul Guchard [phonetic], cooking, 

not quite every Sunday, but definitely barbecuing and always having something in the 

house.  The relationship that my family had to food, which was always very healthy and 

wonderful, was really added on and compacted to by the social relationship that my 

neighbors had to food that they would obviously include everybody in. 

 So I feel like New Orleans was kind of calling, or Louisiana, at least, was calling, 

definitely, at a young age to me, and I grew up with that.  And the moment that I got to 

New Orleans and the first time I came here was, I think, 2004, 2005, it just instantly felt 
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familiar.  There was nothing strange or exotic or weird about it.  I just instantly felt like I 

was back home.  Definitely the weather was different in many ways, but as far as the 

cultural and social just behavior of everybody being together and being outside, it was no 

different than how I grew up. 

 

[0:11:41.8] 

Kate Medley:  Introduce us to your family, your parents and one sibling? 

 

[0:11:46.6] 

Graison Gill:  Just like a bio or whatever? 

 

[0:11:52.0] 

Kate Medley:  Introduce us to your family generally, but mention the names of your 

parents and your sibling, and talk about the family dynamic in your household growing 

up. 

 

[0:12:05.7] 

Graison Gill:  Okay.  I’ll start with my dad.  My dad’s name is Mark Gill.  He was born 

in Chicago to second-generation Americans.  His grandfather, Jack Copeland, invented 

the retinoscope, which is used still to this day for people to check their eyes.  He was an 

optometrist.  And it’s a contraption that kind of—it’s a square kind of block the 

optometrist uses to look into your eyes when you’re getting checked for glasses and stuff 

like that.  So Grandpa Jack was a very educated kind of cultivated man. 
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 Then my dad left.  Well, my dad’s family left Chicago after Martin Luther King, 

Jr., was assassinated.  They were culturally Jewish and they owned a liquor store on the 

South Side, and when Dr. MLK was shot, they were kind of politely asked to leave by the 

Black Panthers, and they promptly did so and moved to Milwaukee for, I think, a few 

years and then moved to Phoenix in, like, the early [19]70s.  My dad went to film school 

there, and he went to film school at USC and dropped out without a degree and went into 

the wine business, which is something that his father and grandfather on his father’s side 

had been involved in. 

My mother started working there at a wine shop that he owned in downtown L.A. 

in, I think, the early [19]80s, and that’s where they met.  My mom is first-generation 

American.  Her dad is from Poland and her mom is from Belgium, and my grandfather 

left Poland in between the World Wars with his family to go work in the coal mines in 

northeastern Belgium.  And in 1952, they took a boat from Rotterdam on the Holland 

America line, on the Red Star line, to Ellis Island.  Ellis Island closed in [19]54, so they 

were some of the last people to come through Ellis Island, and they were sponsored with 

some cousins in Massachusetts. 

 My grandfather was a pretty typical Polack and didn’t really have the common 

sense that some of us—I don’t have it either.  But he was watching the Rose Parade, and 

he had just come in from shoveling snow, and he had asked—this is, I think, 1953, or, I 

guess, New Year’s Day 1954.  He asked my grandmother why all these girls were in 

skirts with the batons and all the men were in short sleeves and everybody seemed to be 

tanned, even though it was black-and-white TV, and everybody seemed to be shit-eating 

grins on their faces and really happy and obviously quite fucking warm.  And my 
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grandmother said, “Well, Mike, that’s live TV.  I mean, that’s what’s going on in 

California right now.”  And he did a double-take to look at the driveway that he had just 

shoveled for two hours, and he looked again at the Rose Parade on TV, and within a 

week, they had bought an Oldsmobile and they were driving to California. 

 So my mom was born in Massachusetts, but she grew up in North Hollywood in 

California.  My grandfather passed away really young from cancer that he got from 

working in a chemical plant in Glendale, California.  He was a machinist and he was 

working in a chemical plant without a lot of protection, all that stuff.  So he died in 

[19]96.  My grandmother’s still alive.  She’s eighty-seven.  Both of my grandmothers are 

still alive.  They’re both eighty-seven.  And my mother is still with us and so is my dad, 

and then I have a younger sister that lives in New York.  She’s just about twenty-four 

years old, and she works—she’s a buyer for Macy’s. 

 

[0:15:41.2] 

Kate Medley:  And what’s your mom’s name? 

 

[0:15:43.3] 

Graison Gill:  Her maiden name is Tricia Kubiak, K-u-b-i-a-k. 

 

[0:15:52.9] 

Kate Medley:  What was the food of your youth, Graison? 

 

[0:15:56.0] 
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Graison Gill:  Both my mom and my dad cooked a lot and often.  I’d say that my dad 

was definitely somebody more interested in kind of—not more interested, but definitely 

somebody that went out.  And I think because of the way that my mom was raised with 

her parents, like working-class people in Europe, like, never went out to eat.  There was 

just no such thing as that.  So she definitely would enjoy doing that, but it was never like 

a priority or a prerogative of hers to, like, take us out to eat, so she was always cooking. 

 But my dad cooked all the time, too, but he also liked to definitely indulge, and 

whether it, like, some of that before the Anthony Bourdain thing happened, in terms of 

going out to really unique neighborhoods of L.A., we did all that kind of stuff for all sorts 

of different foods and spicy foods or hot foods or just unique foods or whatever it may 

have been.  So it was a pretty wonderful kind of carousel between having great food at 

home.  I did drink soda as kid and eat candy and stuff like that, but somebody was always 

cooking at the house, not some, you know, eight-hour gumbo or anything like that, but 

definitely some wonderful, wonderful food, whether it was barbecues or whether it was 

something that my mom was cooking from her mother’s recipes, or whether it was my 

dad taking care of us with some food. 

So, food was always around.  As far as anything specific or any specific style, I 

wouldn’t say anything comes to mind, but my dad, I think, taught me to be incredibly 

unshy about trying anything and everything.  And my dad’s palate is incredible and my 

mom’s palate is incredible, too, when it comes to whether it’s wine or food or spices or 

whatever it may have been.  So, unfortunately, I never got like a formal workshop with 

my dad or my mom about their time in the wine industry and in the wine business, but I 
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feel like I definitely inherited a sensitivity to flavors and to taste and to a kind of nuance 

that otherwise I don’t think I would have if it weren’t for them. 

 So, once again, like, it wasn’t a specific kind of cuisine that I was surrounded by 

per se, but definitely an adventurousness and definitely just inclusiveness to try anything 

and everything, and also to cooking and preparing and what that means to serve 

somebody else, whether it’s your family or whether it’s guests.  And that kind of nature 

surrounding serving food and enjoying food and sharing food with people was something 

that I was given as a really wonderful gift at a young age, not only by my parents but by 

my neighbors too. 

 

[0:18:24.6] 

Kate Medley:  Was there a specific moment, Graison, that really stoked your interest in 

pursuing a path in food? 

 

[0:18:32.4] 

Graison Gill:  I mean, I was with Chris Bianco this weekend in Phoenix, and, I mean, his 

first job was in a pizzeria, I forget how old he was, and my first job was in a pizzeria 

when I was, like, fourteen or fifteen years old.  I remember as a favor, my dad kind of 

hired me in his office when I think I was fifteen, which is a pretty shitty summer, and I 

got a pretty brief but definitely saturated experience and exposure to being in an office, so 

that turned everything off for me.  And I think with that exception, I did work at a library 

at the law school in New York, but besides that, I’ve never had an office job.  I’ve always 

been in a restaurant or a kitchen or a bakery or something like that. 
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 So I think the more that I think about things, the more that I realize that I can’t 

speak to cooking because I’m not a good cook and I wasn’t trained in cooking, but 

definitely with baking, it’s a really perfect kind of religion between the head and the heart 

in terms of needing to use your head to think about what you’re doing and kind of control 

your hands in that sense, but also it’s very physical and it takes a lot of motor skills, and 

you don’t need to be strong per se, but it definitely is a very physical job.  And I like that 

it’s a marriage between those two, those two kind of spheres, you know, thinking about 

something and also doing something, whereas I feel like maybe a lot of things that we do 

now these days in the country are very segregated between, like, office stuff or, like, head 

stuff or emotional stuff versus manual, physical stuff.  And I feel like baking, and maybe 

to an extent food, too, but certainly baking is really a perfect marriage between those two 

spheres of using your head and using your heart and using your hands, too, and that 

attracted me immediately.  When I started baking, when I found baking, I had a really 

sudden epiphany that that was something that I loved. And I think the pizzerias that I 

worked at were probably a little bit too much kind of like customer service and dealing 

with people to an extent that I wasn’t—not that I wasn’t comfortable with it, but it’s just 

not what I wanted to do.  I think intuitively I learned at a young age that there was a very 

big line between the front of house and the back of house, and I definitely wanted to 

retreat to the back of the house. 

 

[0:20:49.9] 
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Kate Medley:  Am I remembering correctly from our previous conversation that at some 

point you explored or were influenced by your ancestral roots in Europe, in that sort of 

culinary heritage? 

 

[0:21:02.8] 

Graison Gill:  Yeah.  The first time I went back to Belgium, I was twelve.  My parents 

were divorced, and I’m close to my dad now, but for a long, long time I really didn’t have 

much of a relationship with him.  So I guess if a psychotherapist was thinking about it, I 

really identified and kind of ran to my mom’s side of the family because they were 

always there.  So I identified with Belgium and with their life and their memories and 

their history in Europe and in Belgium quite early and quite quickly.  And my first trip to 

Belgium was when I was twelve, and I’ve been back probably, I don’t know, like ten 

times or so, and to go visit cousins or visit family or whatever it is. 

 Yeah, I think just the freshness of the cuisine there, looking back, you know, 

Flemish cuisine is really a pretty incredible kind of confluence of German and French, so 

it kind of has that finesse and the quality of French cuisine, but it has kind of the 

heartiness of a German cuisine, and then the seafood influence of Dutch cuisine, so it’s 

really incredible, much like the culture in Belgium, too, but just the diversity on one 

plate, whether it’s like asparagus or potatoes or whether it’s fowl or whether it’s mussels 

or garlic or white wine, it’s just a really incredible kind of mélange of different cultures 

and different foods. 

 And I can’t say that at twelve when I ate my—I remember getting my first mussel 

at twelve that I spit out, and the waiter brought it out on a coffee saucer, and my aunt was 
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embarrassed shitless to ask the waiter to bring one mussel for this spoiled kid to try, and 

after some haranguing and debating, he decided to do so.  Then I picked at it, and I think 

I ate half of it and spit it out.  And my aunt was ashamed and upset with me, and she has 

a really deep capacity for a grudge, and I think for like a few weeks I definitely had a 

scarlet letter of just being an asshole printed on my chest for spitting out that mussel. 

 And then five years later, when I was like sixteen or seventeen, that’s kind of all 

that you want, that, like, saltiness, and the potatoes that come with it.  So just the food in 

Belgium, just being introduced to something, I think at the end of the day with a little bit 

more finesse and nuance and then not just portion size in the sense of that it’s smaller 

portions, but just the whole notion of how they treat food over there and how we treat 

food over here.  And even with my family having grown up in World War II where things 

were rationed, so beyond a kind of conviction that I have religiously just throwing away 

food or not finishing your plate is still something to this day that I don’t do, and I think 

that was something that was inoculated in me at a young age, making trips to Belgium 

with people that grew up during a time when they were occupied by the Germans.  It 

wasn’t okay to throw out food, because there wasn’t anything on the shelf, and 

everything was grown, and they grew up on a kind of mini farmstead with pigs and 

chickens and vegetables and stuff like that too.  So I think Europe at a young age kind of 

influenced me and just the finesse of food and, I think, a little bit more—not curation, but 

I think it gave me a good lesson in nuance, which I think in America we’re still lacking 

quite a bit sometimes. 

 

[0:24:30.0] 
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Kate Medley:  Tell me about your schooling years and education. 

 

[0:24:47.8] 

Graison Gill:  High school? 

 

[0:24:49.0] 

Kate Medley:  Yeah, and specifically college. 

 

[0:24:51.1] 

Graison Gill:  Okay.  I was a really good student in high school.  I like school.  

[Laughter]  I have a dream to go back to school, not for a degree per se, but just to go 

back to school.  I love classrooms and I love to listen.  That’s probably my favorite 

hobby.  In high school, I was a really good student.  I was terrible at math and science 

and that kind of scientifically analytical shit that I feel like is kind of useless in my life, 

and was obviously drawn to English and to history and to reading and to art and to 

writing. 

 And then in college, I did two years there and I was in the associate’s program, so 

I didn’t have that much kind of liberty or freedom in what I did get to choose, beyond 

some of the basic kind of requisite classes, but I did study a lot of poetry.  I studied a lot 

of African history and history in general.  I took a wonderful class about Walt Whitman, 

because I was in Greenwich Village in New York and I had a really incredible professor 

that I still keep in touch with that taught us a very, very hands-on course about Walt 
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Whitman in New York, and that’s probably something that’s stayed with me, I’d say, 

since the moment that I walked into her class twelve years ago or whenever that was. 

 So I also had a job working at the law school at NYU, and it was a very 

stereotypical job that the woman who hired me pretty much said on the first day, “You 

just don’t die on the job and just show up, and that’s all that you have to do.”  And I sat at 

a desk and I watched a turnstile and I made sure people swiped in, and then I made sure 

that when people were exiting, that the buzzers didn’t go off as if they hadn’t checked out 

a book.  So I had like thirty hours a week sitting at that desk, and that’s just when, like, 

Netflix and that computer was getting available, and I remember that’s all that my 

coworkers did.  I never brought my computer to work.  All I did was read and study and 

just practice.  Whether it was writing or whether it was reading or whatever it may have 

been, I was never there on my computer with a pair of headphones watching that 

turnstile.  I was always doing something active. 

 I think back then I was a lot more attracted to poetry and to history and to 

literature, not food.  I’d never been a big food reader, maybe a little bit recently, but I’d 

never read too much about food.  It’s always been more of a kind of artistic, imaginative 

side that I’m more kind of curious and interested in.  Recently I’ve come into reading 

some more about food.  I think, like, Jim Harrison comes to mind pretty immediately in 

terms of somebody that I loved to read, especially his writing about food.  I remember 

reading A.J. Liebling as a really young kid, too, the—I forget the book on food that he 

wrote. 

 But New York was a classroom, being outside, not just wandering aimlessly, but 

going to an event or going to a museum.  I was raised going to museums by my mom, so 
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having that relationship and having that kind of incubative classroom in New York, I 

mean, it was definitive on my character, and that’s what I did with my time.  So that was 

something that I think was the attraction to me being eighteen, seventeen years old being 

in New York, was to be in the middle of everything and to be able to visit all these 

museums and to go to these events and concerts or to have a class about Walt Whitman 

where you walk down the Brooklyn Bridge or whatever it may have been.  But those 

things were very, very formative on me as a young person back then. 

 

[0:28:34.0] 

Kate Medley:  And then, Graison, tell us about how you got to New Orleans. 

 

[0:28:42.3] 

Graison Gill:  I actually got a scholarship to go to Tulane, and my mom and I, I 

remember—I just thought about this recently, but my mom and I came here, I guess it 

must have been—I want to say 2004, but it may have been 2005.  She and I came for a 

few days and we really loved the city.  We had a really good time, as a seventeen-year-

old and his mom can have together.  And I decided not to attend Tulane. 

 Then I moved down here permanently on—it was April 15th, I think, of 2009.  My 

best friend’s mom, a best friend from high school that I grew up with, his mom is from 

Chalmette, and he and I lived together in Spain for about a year, and when we left Spain, 

I moved to New Hampshire to work on a dairy farm and he moved to New Orleans.  And 

one thing kind of led to another that I was keeping in touch with him, and something kind 

of petty as the weather attracted me when I spoke to him in February or whatever month 
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it was about what the weather was down here.  And a few months after having spoken to 

him, I took a bus from Port Authority in New York and I moved here.  I think it was 

April 16th of 2009.  So I didn’t have much, I just had my big kind of rucksack, and I took 

the Greyhound from Port Authority, which is a terrible thirty-six-hour trip.  I think the 

ticket was like sixteen bucks.  I still have the ticket.  And then he was just so fucking lazy 

that he didn’t look up the bus schedule, so I had to walk with my, like, forty-pound 

rucksack from the bus station on Loyola all the way down to the Ninth Ward to where we 

were staying.  So that was a pretty bad introduction.  It was like a ninety-minute walk 

through this brutal April heat. 

 

[0:30:35.9] 

Kate Medley:  You were on that bus for thirty-six hours, staring out the window thinking 

about what?  What was your plot in life at that juncture? 

 

[0:30:44.3] 

Graison Gill:  I probably just wanted to stay alive on that bus ride.  But at that point in 

time, no, I really didn’t have any prerogative or priority or any plan or any plots or 

anything like that.  I was really just coming down here, not necessarily to be with Tyler, 

but just to be somewhere else and to kind of be somewhere new.  And he and I were very 

close at that point in our lives in terms of how we saw things and how we felt about 

things, so I was coming here kind of because he was vouching so much for how it felt 

down here, and I just didn’t have anywhere else to go, so to speak, in that sense.  So I 
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really had no plans or any ideas or anything at that point in time when I was coming 

down here. 

 

[0:31:29.7] 

Kate Medley:  So you got off the bus in New Orleans and did what?  What was that era 

like when you first got here? 

 

[0:31:35.7] 

Graison Gill:  I moved to his place with a few other roommates on Royal, right by 

Markey’s Bar, in between Royal Street on Louisa and Clouet in the Ninth Ward, in the 

Bywater, which is actually where his mom was born, kind of ironically.  So we were 

there for however long, and then we moved and helped to renovate a house around the 

corner from that place on Royal on Louisa, and the guy that owned that house had a 

friend that owned a commercial kitchen, because the Ninth Ward and the Bywater used to 

be very working-class and diverse, whether it was African Americans or Germans or 

Italians.  But they had a very tiny corner German bakery on Desire and Rampart Street in 

the Bywater, and a friend of mine knew the guy that owned it, and it was kind of run by a 

wonderful woman named Anne Churchill that’s a caterer and a chef, and she rented it out 

to various people.  One guy was doing rum cakes.  Dan Esses, who’s still a wonderful 

friend and a chef in town, was doing his fresh pasta out of there.  And then Anne 

Churchill was doing her catering.  She was a chef for Dave Matthews Band because there 

was a wonderful recording studio called Piety Street Recording in the Bywater back then, 

so they had a lot of wonderful bands and musicians come through there for recording, and 
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she would typically take care of all the catering, and Dave Matthews Band got hooked on 

her food. 

 I was just kind of like the odd little stepson that was younger than everybody but a 

lot more serious and composed in terms of what I was stepping into, and I had started 

baking at the first apartment on Royal Street, and then I was baking at the house that we 

moved into and selling to neighbors and a few other people kind of in that neck of the 

woods.  And when I saw this commercial space that had this really large oven, and the 

hours that I needed the oven were obviously compatible with everybody else that were 

sharing that kitchen, I decided to take the opportunity and spend however little the rent 

was per month on being able to use those ovens in the morning.  And at that point, I 

started selling at one or two farmers’ markets per week.  So I was baking out of that 

space for, I think, about two years, doing farmers’ markets.  I wasn’t doing any sort of 

restaurants or anything like that, but just selling to farmers’ markets. 

 Then after I’d been doing that for two years, that’s when I—I mean, it had kind of 

been fermenting a little bit inside of me, but the desire to learn more and to just have 

some really strong grounding in the fundamentals of baking was just something that was 

really, really kind of just fermenting in side of me, and I didn’t feel like there was anyone 

in New Orleans that could kind of teach me what I wanted to know, and I was at the point 

where I’m sure that I could have opened a more permanent shop or had some opportunity 

to go do something else or become a baker for a restaurant group here in New Orleans, 

but I wasn’t fulfilled personally.  I really wanted to dig deep, deep, deep, and I feel like I 

was hardly scratching the surface in terms of the knowledge of baking, what I wanted to 

know from it and what I wanted it to teach me. 
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 So it was at that point in time, after having worked at that commercial kitchen for 

a few years, that I decided to go to California to take a professional training program at 

the San Francisco Baking Institute.  I had studied a lot in terms of which programs were 

available nationally, but I didn’t want to go to a culinary program, because I do wish that 

I knew how to cook and I had some cooking techniques, but I didn’t want to take, like, a 

four-year degree and, like, learn about poaching an egg and then have, like, a little bit of 

teaching in, like, baking and stuff like that.  That wasn’t the goal.  Like, I knew at that 

point all that I wanted to do was bake, and I was pretty convinced at that point that all I 

wanted to bake was bread.  So this program in San Francisco, unlike other programs 

nationally, offered a, quote, “degree,” only in baking, which was perfect for me, because 

I didn’t want to deal with savory or, like, front of house or whatever may have been.  So 

it was like a five-month, very full-time, very intensive baking program where we did 

everything from, like, baguettes to muffins to wedding cakes to brioche and macaroons 

and all that kind of stuff.  That was Monday through Friday. 

 On the weekends, I worked at an Italian bakery in Sonoma County called Della 

Fattoria, so I was basically working and studying and going to school seven days a week 

for probably almost two years.  Then when I graduated, I went to that bakery full-time 

and I spent some more time there.  Then I moved a little bit south of Sonoma to Marin 

County, California, and I helped open an organic supermarket that had a bakery within 

the gigantic organic supermarket, and I was there for, I think, another year. 

 I had always planned on coming back to New Orleans to open a bakery, but I 

didn’t have any timeline about when that was going to happen after graduating, but I just 

came to realize pretty immediately in Northern California, I didn’t have the same Creole 
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neighbors that I grew up with back home in Southern California, and I just felt like 

socially I wasn’t very happy or comfortable or familiar with how things were done in 

Northern California.  So even though the professionally opportunities were probably 

better and stronger there long term, in the short term I wasn’t happy emotionally, so I 

decided to come back to New Orleans and open Bellegarde, and that was the fall of 2012. 

 

[0:37:12.1] 

Kate Medley:  Tell us about fall of 2012.  What were your original goals for Bellegarde 

and how did that get started? 

 

[0:37:29.5] 

Graison Gill:  Not to be arrogant, but it was the same goals that we’re following today.  I 

think the menu has been constricted a little bit at Bellegarde, but I haven’t changed 

anything.  We’re still closed on Mondays, because that was my only day that I could 

sleep past 4:00 a.m.  We’re still making, like, four types of bread.  We’re still in the same 

space.  I guess we have some more delivery vans now.  I don’t have to take my bike to 

work or take the bus to work anymore.  We used to have to share my pickup truck for, 

like, two or three years, and I would be taking the bike or the bus or like a cab to work, 

and I’m glad that those days are gone and that we have now kind of bona fide delivery 

vans. 

 And besides having purchased the mill about two, three years ago and milling 

more and more flour, there’s really nothing that’s changed between me writing a business 

plan in the summer of 2012, which is almost six years ago, to what we’re doing today on 
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February 1st, 2018.  It’s still the same breads, still the same space, still the same 

equipment, so nothing has changed.  I don’t want anything to change either, in that sense. 

And as far as how I started the bakery, I mean, I got a small business loan, not 

from the SBA, but from a company or from a nonprofit here in South Louisiana, in 

Houma.  I think this was before that show Shark Tank, but I had to go—I never owned a 

suit, so I had to go to Macy’s, and my Jewish grandma told me how to get the deal, to 

buy a suit after Christmas when it was on sale.  So I went to Macy’s in Metairie and 

bought like a $200 suit. 

Then I had to go give my spiel to the people down in Houma for the business 

loan, and they had my business plan on, like, a PowerPoint projector screen, and I had to 

pass it out to a room of, like, forty adults.  And it took about maybe four minutes.  I was 

nervous as shit, and I went in the waiting room and my hands were just like sopping wet 

with just clamminess and anxiety, and I think it was not so much about getting the 

money, it was just having to speak in front of all those people when I was, like, twenty-

five years old or twenty-four years old.  And it turns out that the secretary or whoever 

came out forty minutes after I had left the main room with all the people, and she asked 

me what I was still doing in the waiting room. And I said, “Well, I’m waiting to find out 

if I got the fuckin’ money,” you know. 

 And she’s like, “Yeah, yeah, you did.  You could have left thirty-five minutes 

ago.” 

 And I shook her hand profusely and I kind of bounced out the room and kind of 

felt pretty wonderful, not so much that I had a check for eighty-grand, but that that part of 

it was over, that I had to kind of pitch or sell myself to people, because that was the most 
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uncomfortable thing was, like—not that it’s prostitution but, like, having to sell yourself 

and what you think and who you are for some money.  It made me feel—not 

uncomfortable, because it was necessary, but it definitely did make me feel 

uncomfortable in that sense. 

 But I got that loan and I had all my equipment, really shoestring.  A lot of it I kind 

of—I didn’t build, but I cleaned and I fixed, and I got it all at cut-rate kind of prices for 

the reason that it was in bad condition.  I just spent days and weeks and a lot of time 

learning about how a fuse box works, and going to get new pieces for things.  So, as 

opposed to spending $80,000 on one piece of equipment, I was able to equip my entire 

bakery for that price because I was willing to put the work and the time in.  I didn’t have 

an option.  I didn’t have any ability to get any more money than that.  So I just wrote that 

business plan mostly with pen and paper, then had it printed out, went to the business 

meeting.  That must have been November of 2012, and then signed the lease on January 

2nd of 2013, and then we opened for our first sale on March 19th of 2013. 

 

[0:41:26.2] 

Kate Medley:  A lot of twenty-five-year-olds out there wouldn’t have the confidence to 

go to the bank and ask for $80,000.  What made you think it would work? 

 

[0:41:38.8] 

Graison Gill:  I mean, I knew it was what I wanted to do, so I never—I didn’t want to 

be, like, naïve, but I never had a Plan B, and I never thought, like, what was coming next, 

and I didn’t really think about what I was going to do.  I just don’t live my life with 
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angles.  I live pretty much in a straight line, and I don’t have Plan Bs or fallbacks.  I just 

focus and do well, and I move through whatever I’m moving through.  And at the age of 

twenty-five, if things didn’t work out with that loan or however terrified I was at twenty-

five to go stand in a room of these professional wonderful people that were all, like, 

business leaders down in Terrebonne Parish, it’s just like there wasn’t an option.  I didn’t 

have a phone to pick up to call a rich uncle.  I didn’t have a credit card to max out, nor 

would I want to open a bakery with that kind of compulsive behavior of having credit 

card debt.  It’s just weird. 

 But there’s a certain confidence when you kind of embrace what you love, and 

when you embrace not quite who you are, but who you want to become, and I think that I 

was at that pivot at that point in my life where it wasn’t make or break, but it’s who I was 

and it’s what I needed to do.  And if it meant getting a suit from Macy’s the day after 

Christmas and going to get a ride down to Houma to get that business loan, then that’s 

what it took.  Everything else, you just kind of grit your teeth and take a deep breath.  But 

I know that’s what I wanted, and I know that’s who I was becoming and who I needed to 

become, and if it was going to be some minor discomfort to get there, I needed to get 

over it.  And at the end of the day, those people were there to help me, so I was the one 

that was creating that anxiety, because those people were there to help me. 

 

[0:43:31.0] 

Kate Medley:  So you’re five, six years in at this point. 

 

[0:43:33.6] 
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Graison Gill:  Yeah. 

 

[0:43:35.4] 

Kate Medley:  What’s been the hardest part? 

 

[0:43:36.7] 

Graison Gill:  That’s a really deep question.  I’d say, not to be cynical, but I’d say it’s 

looking how stark—and I’m not talking about Trump and the election, because it’s 

something that I’ve noticed for the ten years that I’ve been—I’ve been in Louisiana for a 

third of my life.  And just not that California, Vermont, or Delaware are any better, but 

just the polarity and the binary of the problems that we go through down here.  I see 

everything kind of through the lens of food, but I think just the big kind of failing on the 

policy side of things when it comes to not quite local food but just regional agriculture 

has been something that’s been really, really hard for me to swallow and to understand.  

And to look at the obesity epidemic, to look at the kind of education crisis that we have 

here, I think those have been things that I’m really bothered and kind of confused by, 

because we live in a place that’s so rich and so endowed with so much resource and so 

much history and so much potential, that when I see it not quite being squandered, but, I 

think, just misplaced, it’s something that really gets to me. 

I’ve done a lot of work around policy, and I have a wonderful friend who’s a state 

rep, and he and I wrote a House resolution last year that passed on a really wonderful 

vote, about local and organic produce and agriculture here in Louisiana. Among other 
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things, we recommended that we establish a Louisiana Food Policy Council to address 

needs in the market. 

 The biggest gist is that I wasn’t going to go to Baton Rouge and—I mean, these 

men are nice, we may not have a lot in common, but at the end of the day, I’m not going 

to go there and preach to them or tell them about the value of organic carrots or how good 

a kale salad is and all that kind of bullshit, because those people, you’re never going to 

win on an ethical argument with these people.  It’s always about money.  And I think that 

the fact that Louisiana’s missing out on so much potential tax revenue and job creation 

because we’re not buying stuff that could be grown in state, that’s the message.  And that 

may not be my favorite angle, but that’s the angle that the vast majority of people are 

going to understand. 

 So there’s definitely hope, and I believe in the democracy of America and I 

believe in the systems and I believe in the potential, but I am kind of shamed by fellow 

chefs here in New Orleans.  I mean, all you need to do is go to Restaurant Depot and see 

who’s pushing a shopping cart around there.  And I feel like everybody here would buy a 

ticket once the train is on the tracks, but nobody wants to pick up a shovel and start 

laying that track right now when it comes to really healthy local produce here in 

Louisiana.  And we’re not in Des Moines and we’re not in Calgary, where they don’t 

have five growing seasons a year.  We have five growing seasons a year down in this part 

of Louisiana, and yet we have hardly any local produce available, whether it’s December 

or whether it’s July, and it’s not available on a significant basis, no matter what month 

it’s in. 
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 And then, selfishly, in terms of grains and stuff like that, we’re so locked into the 

commodity system here in Louisiana that it’s been really hard for Bellegarde to break 

into having access to some Louisiana-grown grain.  So that’s something that kind of, I 

would say, at the end of the day it has no disruption or no bearing upon the operation or 

the functionality of Bellegarde. So that doesn’t answer your question in that sense, 

because this is all very existential, things that I kind of think about and work on. 

 As far as a very literal sense, the hardest part of Bellegarde has really been the 

people, not so much finding staff, but securing staff and understanding what people need 

and you, as a business owner—not that I’m perfect, but as a business owner you 

definitely kind of become a priest and you have to officiate people’s moods or bullshit or 

good shit or whatever it may be.  And that’s been the hardest thing, because I’m the type 

of person that shows up to work every day on time, ready to go, and realizing that there 

aren’t other people in the world like that, that even though they give a good interview, it 

doesn’t turn out that way.  That’s been tough on me because sometimes the distraction 

and, to me, the unnecessary problems of dealing or going through that with somebody 

else, it really pulls away from the bigger picture of wanting to accomplish what it is that 

we need to accomplish. 

So, having a pretty rude wake-up call to just generational issues that I think we’re 

having in America, whether it’s, like, entitlement or whether it’s—and I think it’s mostly 

been a male thing, and it’s mostly been younger, I think, more middle-class people that 

I’ve dealt with that I’ve hired that just have this sense of entitlement.  I think the 

technology and all the TV shows that we have, that you become a superstar chef, and you 

do six months on the line and four months in a bakery, and all of a sudden you can go and 
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get your dad’s business partner to loan you a million dollars to build your own restaurant, 

not that that’s good or bad, but it definitely hurts the people that you’re trying to learn 

from, because when people don’t commit and when people become as selfish as they 

have become, I think in the country it really detracts from the bigger picture of building a 

strong foundation.  And I’ve worked in places where I didn’t feel appreciated or I didn’t 

feel like I was given my due, whether that was financially or emotionally, but at the end 

of the day, I wouldn’t trade any single terrible experience I’ve ever had in my life for 

anything that was good or better, because I think I’ve learned more from the harder ones 

than I have from the good ones, and you kind of eschew the memories of the good ones 

maybe more often than the bad ones.  But the bad ones have made me who I am, and 

those have been formative, and those have also made me more conscientious as a boss 

and as a business owner about how to cancel or not even create that kind of environment 

in my own business in the first place where somebody else would have to deal with those 

things. 

 So it’s been really, really hard finding not only trained people here in New 

Orleans, trained bakers, but people that want to be trained, and I think that’s irrelevant to 

New Orleans.  That can happen in Burlington, Vermont, or that can happen in Portland, 

Maine.  But I think the willingness and the alacrity on behalf of people my age in the 

country I’ve been almost disappointed by sometimes, because I feel like people are 

willing to take a lot more than they want to give.  And that’s not the industry that we’re 

in, and that’s not what the country needs right now, and that’s definitely been the biggest 

hurdle in keeping Bellegarde going, is that kind of constant erosion.  And I’d say right 

now that we have the best crew that I’ve ever had in the past five years, so I’ve worked 
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through that, and, most importantly, I’ve had some really incredible women that have 

worked through it with me and on the behalf of the bakery.  Their maturity has really 

pushed the envelope and their maturity has really laid the foundation, cemented it.  So 

I’m very thankful that we are where we are today, but it’s definitely been grueling, the 

last past few years. 

 

[0:50:32.1] 

Kate Medley:  Talk to me about the southern grain that Bellegarde is using right now. 

 

[0:50:44.0] 

Graison Gill:  In 2017, we milled about 150,000 pounds of flour, and the vast majority 

of that is all stuff that we use.  About 80 percent of that is stuff that we use in-house, and 

then the balance of it we sell.  So we mill on any given week, I think, about five types of 

grain.  So we’re milling in heirloom rye from South Carolina, from Edisto Island, from a 

really good friend named Greg Johnsman that owns Geechee Boy Mills in Edisto Island, 

about an hour south of Charleston.  He grows a really beautiful rye called the Seashore 

Black Rye.  David Shields at USC wrote a really wonderful piece on it in the Ark of 

Taste nomination, and it’s just is a really incredible eight-foot-tall heirloom rye that we 

use for our rye bread, which we make once a week.  We also sell a small amount of that 

rye flour, but for the most part we use it, and we don’t use too much because we just 

make that bread once a week. 

 We’re using an Arizona-grown durum.  Durum is a really wonderful pasta flour, 

and I’ve been told by Glenn [Roberts] at Anson Mills that southern and eastern Texas 
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used to be really big durum country, so I’m talking to some folks over there as well as to 

the wheat breeder at Oklahoma State University about the potential of reintroducing some 

durum to those regions for that reason.  But right now we’re getting a wonderful durum 

out of Arizona, which is kind of like the biggest producer of durum in the country.  So 

it’s not necessarily close to us, but it’s the highest quality, and we sell that for pasta flour. 

 We’re milling white wheat from Kansas, from a farm that’s a little bit shy of 

1,000 miles away from us.  So, most all wheats have tannin in them, just like a red wine, 

and white wheat is something that has a tannin not quite removed but it’s definitely 

muted.  So you kind of get away with having a very lighter, blonde whole wheat flour, 

but you don’t have that bitter flavor, nor do you have that aesthetic darkness that kind of 

turns some people off.  Because some people may love our bread, or they may want to 

eating whole heat, but they have that association that if it’s dark or if it’s bitter, it’s not 

going to going to be as palatable.  And, as most people know, we eat with our eyes.  So if 

I can make not a whiter loaf of whole wheat bread, but a lighter loaf of whole wheat 

bread, aesthetically I can kind of maybe break into some markets that otherwise wouldn’t 

be possible.  So we use a really incredible white wheat.  The variety is called Aspen, and 

it’s grown by a wonderful farmer named Bill Mae up in Sharon Springs, Kansas, and 

we’ve been working with him for years, and he’s a wonderful guy, an incredible farmer. 

 Then we kind of bounce back between different wheats that we blend in against 

the Kansas, so we were using a wonderful organic wheat from a farmer in Oklahoma 

named Kris Johns for quite a while.  She’s got 5,000 acres and she pastures her cattle on 

them as well, on the wheat fields.  That was a program developed, I think at OSU.  It’s 

called, like, Grazing Grain, but they basically had the cows kind of chew back a little bit 
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of the wheat and also fertilize it.  But that’s something they do in Texas and Oklahoma, 

and something that Kris does.  So we were working with her for a while. 

 Oklahoma City University and I have a very wonderful and close relationship, 

and they grew like 10,000 pounds of kind of an experimental organic wheat called 

Bergen, and we bought that and bake with it.  We obviously knew ahead of time it was a 

wonderful grain, but we knew that we only had a limited supply of it, so we just finished 

using all of that.  That was grown outside of Stillwater, Oklahoma, by Susan Bergen, the 

farmer, in conjunction with the head wheat breeder at OSU, Brett Carver. 

 So we just finished that up, and then we bought 8,000 pounds of red fife, which is 

one of the oldest heirloom wheats that’s still viable and available in the United States, 

and I think it has its origins in Poland, and then it was brought to Canada, and that’s 

being grown in Texas.  And we’re working with another guy that has a mill in Austin 

names James, and he’s getting off the ground his business, so we decided to help him out, 

and he would be helping us out by introducing us to some of his farmers and getting us 

grain at cost.  Texas is not too far from Oklahoma, so I’m glad that things worked out 

with that.  It’s a wonderful heirloom wheat that’s very creamy.  It’s a little bit moister 

than you would think something from Texas would be, so it mills out to a very nice kind 

of soft and supple flour, and the performance is incredible too.  We got that in two weeks 

ago, so that’s 8,000 pounds of the red fife, and that’s actually grown by a farmer that I 

met and spoke to like four or five years ago.  So it’s a kind of funny full circle that I 

didn’t really have the time nor do I have the buying portfolio to work with farmers that 

aren’t currently growing grain per se, but this guy James who’s in Austin does, in terms 

of his business model and how much he wants to be milling.  So when I got the tote bags 
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in full of grain and I saw the farmer’s name on it, I definitely had to smile to myself and 

to the universe that things worked out that way. 

 And then we did try milling and working with some local wheat farmers in 

Louisiana and in Alabama, and the goal is that we’re never going to produce, like, a 

strong bread-quality wheat in Louisiana or Alabama or Mississippi, and that’s never the 

intention for us to be doing something like that, but just to be using an organically grown 

local wheat that we can blend in, as if you would blend in something into a cocktail, like 

a low-shelf whiskey into a nice margarita during happy hour, whatever it may be.  But if 

we can spend five, ten, or twenty thousand dollars a year to support a small farm that’s 

growing some mediocre organic southern wheat, that’s something that we want to be 

doing, and blending that in and using it mostly just for the value that it adds to that 

farmer’s portfolio and also to help change the tide of agriculture here in the state, or in 

the Gulf South, the Deep South. 

 So that, unfortunately, didn’t work out that well, because neither of the farms had 

the proper cleaning equipment and neither of the farms have—I mean, Auburn has a 

tremendous new organic program that’s really exceptional, but LSU certainly doesn’t.  So 

with that said, neither of the state ag programs are kind of willing to help out with these 

two farms that needed to get this wheat cleaned.  So they did clean it, I’d say about 85, 90 

percent clean, but it wasn’t quite at the standards that we needed it to be to mill and to use 

at Bellegarde.  So we did some minor cleaning on our end, and then after that, we kind of 

had to cut off our use of it because—and it’s mostly our problem, but most mills clean the 

wheat from the farmers themselves.  So we’re kind of expecting in this new food 

economy that the farmers have the technology and the infrastructure to clean the grains 
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that they grow, which is not quite unfair, but it’s not really the precedent right now.  So I 

say that with the knowledge that I’m the one that’s typically the person cleaning the 

grain, so it’s nothing that these farmers did or did not do.  But obviously in New Orleans 

I don’t have the ability to buy a seed cleaner, nor do I have the training or the capital to 

do something like that. 

 So that’s where I think policy comes in, where there should be a federal grant 

available for small cooperatives of grain growers in the South to buy cleaning equipment 

that they can share.  Or LSU or somebody, some other state university should make the 

effort to encourage this kind of grain production and cultivation and maybe return a 

fucking phone call or two when we have a questions about how to solve this problem.  

But that hasn’t been the case at LSU.  I can’t speak to Auburn specifically.  But that was 

something that we had a meeting about at the bakery about a month ago, is are we going 

to continue to kind of pick through and work through this decent product that takes a lot 

of time away from us and what we need to do, just so that we can use it and try to get it 

off the grounds to encourage these people, and my staff came to me and said, “We’d 

really rather not, because of the time that it’s taking.” 

 So it’s not that we’ve given up, but we just need to be pragmatic in the sense that 

until some of these farmers get on board more and want to have more of a sit-down 

dialogue, not only with us as a consumer but with the state ag school and possibly other 

people that can contribute to this working mentorship and environment, it’s not 

something that we’re going to take on our shoulders and bear the burden of dealing with 

the dirty grain or whatever it may be.  So that’s where we’re at with the milling right 

now. 
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And then we’re also using salt from Avery Island, where they make Tabasco.  

That took me about five years to get access to that stuff.  But they leased the mine to 

Cargill, which, in turn, treats it with chemicals and sells it to New England as deicing 

salt.  So when I opened the bakery like five years ago, I got my first flour order in, and I 

had to order salt because the only ingredients in bread are flour, water, and salt.  And I 

got a bag of salt, it was like fucking California sea salt or whatever the bag said.  And I 

was just standing in the middle of Toledano Street in New Orleans, like, looking up at the 

clouds, like, wondering why am I buying salt from California?  Why are these people 

selling it, and why am I buying it? 

And I had been in touch with those people on Avery Island for a long time before 

I opened Bellegarde because they sell a very small amount in the gift shop of the salt, but 

never the amount that I would need, because on a given year we use about 8,000 pounds 

of salt so I don’t need nickel and dime bags.  We need quite a bit of it.  So that was the 

other epiphany when I was getting this, like, California sea salt or whatever it was, but 

basically at that point, like, I just tried and tried and tried and tried, and finally it was Sue 

Zemanick at Gautreau’s restaurant who gave me an “in” to the family down there, the 

McIlhenny family.  I got an direct email from her, and it was thanks to her, and it was 

thanks to the gentleman named Tuck that we were able to start getting salt from Avery 

Island.  So we buy about 6,000 to 8,000 pounds a year.  We drive one of the vans down.  

We go to the mash warehouse where they ferment all the Tabasco, and we just get a 

pallet of salt, and it’s just beautiful pure sodium chloride.  It’s a wonderful, beautiful trip 

down to New Iberia and Avery Island.  And that’s something that I’m really proud of, 

too, is the fact that we’re using salt that’s mined 120 miles away from the bakery. 



 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

Graison Gill | 37 

 Not a lot of people know about it, I guess, because I think Bellegarde suffers from 

some branding issues in the social media stuff, but that’s never been the goal of mine, is 

to know that to be right with God on that sense that we’re doing the right thing and that 

we’re supporting the right people and I didn’t walk away when they said no the first time 

but just continued to go at it and to go at it and to go at it.  So I think we’re in a pretty 

wonderful spot right now where a given loaf of bread that we’re making with flour that 

we’re milling is grown and sourced within at most maybe eight or nine hundred miles of 

Bellegarde, which, I think considering where we are in New Orleans, considering how far 

away the local food movement is from New Orleans, I think it’s a pretty exceptional job 

that we’re doing getting grain from Texas, getting salt from Louisiana, working with 

Oklahoma State University.  So that’s really meant a lot to me that we’ve been able to 

achieve so much in, I think, so little time, and to kind of draw that loop a little bit closer 

and closer to home when I comes to our ingredients. 

 

[1:02:14.1] 

Kate Medley:  Graison, what are the four loaves, five loaves that you’re currently— 

 

[1:02:21.1] 

Graison Gill:  We make a ciabatta bread with a beautiful Arbequina olive oil that’s 

grown in San Antonio.  So that’s the only bread that we make that has an oil in it, but it’s 

a wonderful just single varietal.  The same family and the same farm does the growing, 

the pressing, they do everything, and we’ve been working them for, like, three years.  It’s 
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a Texas olive ranch, and it’s the Arbequina variety of olives that’s really exceptional.  So 

the ciabatta bread. 

 We make a maize baguette with an heirloom corn that’s grown in South Alabama.  

It has a small amount of heirloom cornmeal into it.  We make a more traditional French 

baguette, and then we make a country-style sourdough bread, which within a week or two 

is going to be 100 percent fresh flour that we mill ourselves.  Right now it’s at 90 percent.  

So we’re working up and up to it, and with that red fife, we’re going to be able to kind of 

go over the hill, so there will be no white flour in that country bread. 

 And then I forgot to mention the corn that we’re milling is grown, has been grown 

by the same family in Baldwin County, Alabama, since 1875.  It’s the Higgenbotham 

family.  I met a wonderful guy named Chris George that has a farm in Eclectic, Alabama, 

outside of Montgomery, and I met him through Slow Food, and he knows these kids from 

the Mobile Market, Josh and Jared, who are, I think, a little bit younger than me.  But 

basically, as everybody knows, when people would move and homestead, they would 

bring their own seeds with them, because there wasn’t supermarkets available, nor were 

there very many seed catalogs available in Baldwin County, Alabama, at the end of the 

nineteenth century.  So this family moved down there, I think from northern Alabama 

after the war, and they brought what today we would call a really beautiful Indian corn, 

which was the family corn, with them. 

 A few years ago, one of the grandfathers found a bag of this corn in a Ziploc bag 

in the freezer and brought it to his other brother who they spoke—“Do you remember 

growing this as kids?” and etc., etc.  These guys are probably seventy, seventy-five.  And 

as kind of a hobby, that one grandfather took that bag out of the freezer and threw some 
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of the corn in the ground, and it took off and did well.  And then eventually the 

grandsons, who are my age, got curious about what that was and were asking questions, 

etc., etc., but basically it went from one bag in the freezer—and I would say that, humbly 

so, thanks to our support of them, and the fact that we milled our corn for grits and 

polenta, that went from one Ziploc bag in the freezer maybe ten years ago to them having 

planted and harvested thirty-nine acres of corn last August.  And we’re buying about a 

third of their crop and selling that to—whether it’s the Besh Restaurant Group or Donald 

Link, Compère Lapin with Nina Compton, Emeril’s, Johnny Sanchez, a lot of chefs are 

supporting that beautiful, beautiful corn in the form of cornmeal, polenta, and grits too.  

So to tie that back in, we’re doing the ciabatta, the maize baguette, a more traditional 

French kind of majority white flour baguette, and then the country bread, four types of 

bread. 

 

[1:05:31.0] 

Kate Medley:  Great.  As I was at your bakery poking around, I noticed that there were a 

number of quotes scribbled on the wall.  Tell me about this. 

 

[1:05:43.8] 

Graison Gill:  I used to spend so much time, I guess, at the shop when I was there all the 

time, that, I don’t know, not wanting to have dead white space was important.  [Laughter]  

And I guess being in a kitchen, you always have a Sharpie, so that doesn’t go well if you 

have lack of self control.  [Laughter]  But, yeah, just having things on the wall, being 

interactive, I think emotionally and verbally and physically and aesthetically with just not 
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staring into space all the time, despite the radio being on, but just having some sort of 

interaction with the area and with the space around you is something that’s really 

important to me, whether it’s at home or whether it’s at the bakery. 

 

[1:06:23.4] 

MK:  You’re pretty into literature, then, on the whole? 

 

[1:06:26.1] 

Graison Gill:  I’ve tapered off a little bit just due to time constraints, but for the most 

part, yeah, I really am. 

 

[1:06:32.1] 

MK:  When you’re not baking, what are you doing?  You got any hobbies? 

 

[1:06:37.5] 

Graison Gill:  I’m a big—I play pool quite a bit, and I like basketball, backgammon, 

being out in the neighborhood, going canoeing, South Louisiana.  I’m not a big 

fisherman, but I do go out maybe about once a month at the most.  But just being 

outdoors when the weather permits, it’s a pretty wonderful place to live for things like 

that.  So anything to be outside, to be with friends, and to be with family, yeah.  Not a lot 

of time spent inside. 

 

[1:07:08.4] 



 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

Graison Gill | 41 

Kate Medley:  I’m kind of getting near the end of my questions, Graison, but I’m 

curious.  You’re a pretty young dude.  What are your aspirations for the coming years?  

What’s next? 

 

[1:07:22.6] 

Graison Gill:  I’d say the biggest thing for me is the desire to get back to baking, 

because right now, to be frank, I’m really managing a business.  And not to be naïve, but 

I didn’t necessarily think that I was opening up a business so much as I thought I was 

opening up a bakery five years ago, six years ago, whatever.  So the desire to get back, I 

really enjoy teaching, doing bread classes.  Whether it’s with adults or with high school 

students, it’s something I get a lot of joy from.  I’d like to be teaching more full-time and 

just be baking full-time and dealing less with the administration, the bureaucracy of 

running a business. 

 So a big goal for me is to find a partner that’s somebody that can, (a), run a 

business, but, (b) wants to run a business, because, as I found out, that if you’re not doing 

something that you enjoy doing or if you’re not doing something that you love, the 

chances 100 percent are that you’re not doing a good job at that.  And I want to find 

someone that has that same passion that I do, that my staff has for baking bread and for 

milling flour and for teaching, that they have for running a business.  So in a perfect 

world, it’s finding somebody or a group of people that brings that expertise and that 

experience to the table so that I can focus on the things that I love, which is baking and 

milling and teaching.  So those are my immediate goals and those are my long-term 

goals, and they kind of dovetail together. 
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[1:08:55.0] 

Kate Medley:  Nice.  I think that’s all of my questions.  Are there things that I haven’t 

asked you about that you’d like to mention? 

 

[1:09:01.3] 

Graison Gill:  No. 

 

[1:09:04.2] 

Kate Medley:  Okay.  Super.  Thanks, Graison. 

 

[1:09:07.2] 

Graison Gill:  It’s House Resolution 113 that I wrote with State Rep Pat Connick that 

passed on a 92-0 vote in June of 2017 legislative session in Baton Rouge.  And Pat’s a 

personal friend, but also a professional colleague in that sense, too, so it’s something that 

I hope to follow up with.  But the text of that resolution is available online.  I think that 

text that—Pat had to introduce it to session in order for it to be considered, but I wrote 

that, and it’s really a concision of everything I believe in and everything that I think about 

and everything that I’ve worked on here in the Louisiana for the past ten years I had to 

kind of concise into a three-page document. 

 It’s a minor point of pride that Monsanto called a few state reps to vote against 

that, and it kind of rattled some cages, but I feel like I did a good job writing and curating 

our goals and our desires in such a way that there wasn’t a single rep or senator that voted 



 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

Graison Gill | 43 

against it.  We had some abstentions, but there wasn’t a single person that voted against 

that resolution.  So when people belittle Louisiana or people belittle the South as 

having—of course we have a terrible history with racial violence and violence between 

genders and different ethnicities, but when people belittle this place as being conservative 

and backwards, I think that’s really completely bullshit.  It’s just a matter of how you 

speak to people and the words that you use.  And for me to be able to write a resolution 

supporting and encouraging organic produce in the state of Louisiana and for that to pass 

on a 92-0 vote, I think it really speaks to the power that we have a lot more—or to the 

reality that we have a lot more in common rather than we have a lot more which divides 

us. 

I think the middle ground in America is a lot deeper than a lot of us want to 

expect and that a lot of us want to embrace.  But in reality, there’s so much more that we 

have in common than what we have which divides us, and I think it’s really manifested in 

people coming together at a table, especially at a table down in South Louisiana.  So it’s 

just a dream of mine that we can come together with produce and with food and with 

proteins and with grains that were grown in this state, as opposed to out of this state. 

 

[1:11:22.2] 

Kate Medley:  I hope that resolution will be the first of many.  All right.  Thanks a lot, 

Graison. 

 

[End of interview] 


