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[START INTERVIEW] 

 

[00:00:04] 

Rien Fertel: This is Rien Fertel for the Southern Foodways Alliance. It is May 31, a Thursday, 

just after 2 p.m. I am in Atlanta, Georgia at the home of Virginia Willis. And I’ll have her 

introduce herself, please. 

 

[00:00:17] 

Virginia Willis: My name's Virginia Willis. My birthday is September 29, 1966. 

 

[00:00:22] 

Rien Fertel: Okay, great. Let's start with kind of the world you grew up in. Where were you 

born? 

 

[00:00:31] 

Virginia Willis: I was born outside of Augusta, Georgia, in—well, I was born in Augusta, but 

my first three years of my life were in Evans, Georgia, which is a sort of community 

outside of Augusta. 

 

[00:00:39] 

Rien Fertel: Okay. And what did your family do in Augusta? How far back did your family go 

in that part of Georgia? 

 

[00:00:47] 

Virginia Willis: So, on my grandfather's side of the family, in the 1700s, my grandfather's 

ancestor built the first Baptist church in Georgia. It's still the oldest Baptist church, I 

think, in the United States. 

 

[00:01:00] 

Rien Fertel: And where is it? 
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[00:01:00] 

Virginia Willis: It's Kiokee Creek Baptist Church in Appling, Georgia. So, my family has been 

here for a very long time. 

 

[00:01:07] 

Rien Fertel: Wow. 

 

[00:01:08] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah, it's funny to think about. 

 

[00:01:10] 

Rien Fertel: And what did your family do growing up, what did your parents do? 

 

[00:01:13] 

Virginia Willis: So, my mom taught school some, but she was mostly a mom. My father worked 

for Procter & Gamble. My granddaddy was a Greyhound bus driver, and my grandmother 

was always a mom, was a cook, a home cook. 

 

[00:01:27] 

Rien Fertel: He was a Greyhound bus driver? 

 

[00:01:28] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah, yeah.  

 

[00:01:29] 

Rien Fertel: How was that life? Was he always on the road? 

 

[00:01:33] 

Virginia Willis: Well, it was kind of scandalous, actually, because my grandmother's side of the 

family, she went to college, educated, and she was born in 1901 or something, in the 
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country. So, she was from a well-off family, and sort of fell in love with this handsome 

bus driver, and they eloped. Anyway, I think it scandalized her side of the family. By the 

time I was born, he had quit driving a bus. He had had a heart attack, but he loved to 

travel, and they had a motorhome and they went from Georgia to Alaska three times. 

They went from Georgia to Belize. 

 

[00:02:18] 

Rien Fertel: Wow. 

 

[00:02:18] 

Virginia Willis: So, he loved to travel, and I often think that maybe I get my travel bug from 

him, because I love to travel, too. 

 

[00:02:23] 

Rien Fertel: You said your family has been in the States since 1700s, you said? 

 

[00:02:28] 

Virginia Willis: Um-hmm. Yeah. 

 

[00:02:30] 

Rien Fertel: Do Georgia—especially since we're talking over 300 years—do Georgia families, 

Georgia people, have that same kind of, when their roots go back that long, same kind 

of—how do I say this—kind of pro-Georgia, we're born and bred and die in Georgia 

that, say, Texans do? Especially if your roots go back 300-plus years? 

 

[00:02:58] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. I mean, I want to be clear, there wasn't some type of landed aristocracy. 

It's not like Virginia, right? My family were farmers; they always have been or had some 

sort of relationship to that. I don't know about my grandparents, but I myself am very 

proud to be from Georgia. I love being from the South. I'm very proud of my heritage. 
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[00:03:26] 

Rien Fertel: So, name that town you grew up in. 

 

[00:03:29] 

Virginia Willis: Evans. 

 

[00:03:30] 

Rien Fertel: Evans. 

 

[00:03:32] 

Virginia Willis: So, just to be clear, it's kind of funny. I lived there until I was three, and it was 

my home to a great extent because my grandparents lived there. And then, when my 

parents divorced, my mother moved back there. In an odd way, I've never actually lived 

there, but it was very important when I was growing up, because my grandparents lived 

there and, as children, we would visit for extended periods every summer. So it was this 

sort of, even though I never lived there, it's a focal point in my life. 

 

[00:04:03] 

Rien Fertel: And was it like the family farmstead? Was it a farming community? 

 

[00:04:05] 

Virginia Willis: It wasn't a farming community, it was the family home. It wasn't, at that point—

my grandfather gardened, but it wasn't for income. I don't know—actually, now that I'm 

saying all this, I don't know how they lived. But they were simple people, and he did 

have a lot of land. He did have a lot of land. But he always had a big corn garden, garden 

of corn down by the river, and he had like football field-size of gardens. I mean, they 

were tremendous. They put up and all that kind of stuff. He would alternate between the 

front yard and then the backyard, to make sure the soil stayed good. 

 

[00:04:54] 

Rien Fertel: Okay. 
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[00:04:54] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. 

 

[00:04:54] 

Rien Fertel: In a lot of your books, in a lot of your writing, you talk about your grandmother. Is 

this the same grandmother we're talking about? 

 

[00:04:59] 

Virginia Willis: Yes, yes. 

 

[00:05:00] 

Rien Fertel: Can you tell us her name and really about her kitchen? I think that had some 

influence on you. 

 

[00:05:07] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. So, her name was Louise, Louise Wingate Baston. And my earliest 

memories are being in the kitchen with her. The great part was, because my grandfather 

was retired, he was a lot of times in the kitchen, too. So his cheese straws are our family 

cheese straws. And when my grandmother would make rolls or bread, he would be the 

one sort of beating it with the wooden spoon, instead of a mixer. My grandfather was this 

6’ 6'' man. Her kitchen, it was a simple house, and her kitchen was, for the longest time, 

Formica countertop and linoleum tile, heart of Georgia pine walls. The washer and dryer 

were in the kitchen. It was this little, tiny table for two that we would sit around. There 

was a stool that sat underneath it, like you'd pull out. We ate most of our meals at the 

dining room table. 

 

[00:06:07.29] 

Rien Fertel: And would she cook three meals a day, seven days a week? 

 

[00:06:09] 
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Virginia Willis: Yeah, and in the very beginning when we were young, she would actually do a 

lot of cooking in the morning, because the house didn't actually have air conditioning 

when I was first born. So, she would cook three meals a day and grits for breakfast, 

ninety-nine percent of the time. 

 

[00:06:29] 

Rien Fertel: Did she think of her food, or call her food Southern? Or was it just food? 

 

[00:06:33] 

Virginia Willis: I think it was just food. It was just food. I don't remember my grandmother ever  

identifying as Southern. And there used to be—I don't know where it is, I'll have to see if 

my mom still has it—for some reason, my grandmother was featured in the paper one 

time, in the local paper, and it was a photograph of her in the kitchen. And it was a recipe 

for chop suey. [Laughter] Or stir fry, or something. But it was hilarious, because it was 

something we never ate and it was—I think it was stir fry, because I think it was, like, 

cook it for thirty minutes. [Laughter] It was like, Southern-style stir fry. But I just 

remember that, the laminated recipe on the refrigerator for a long time. 

 

[00:07:17] 

Rien Fertel: So, you said those were your first three years. Where did you go from there? 

 

[00:07:23] 

Virginia Willis: My father worked for Procter & Gamble, so we moved to Alexandria, 

Louisiana when I was three years old. And I spent, essentially, my elementary school 

years in Louisiana. 

 

[00:07:30] 

Rien Fertel: Okay. 

 

[00:07:32] 
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Virginia Willis: So I grew up crawfishing in the springtime, and we were a fishing family, so we 

always fished, and there was so much outdoors. This is sportsman's paradise, right, 

Louisiana. So, grew up eating jambalaya and étouffée and gumbo and all that. 

 

[00:07:51] 

Rien Fertel: And was that food coming out of your kitchen, or was it in restaurants? How did 

the family make that switch? 

 

[00:07:58] 

Virginia Willis: So, it was really interesting. My mother did not know anyone when we moved 

there, and if I think about it, she was twenty-nine years old. So, she was twenty-nine 

years old, two children, a three-year-old and a six-month-old. Moved to Alexandria and 

didn't know anyone, and so to get to know her community, she bought River Road, and 

First You Make a Roux, and all the Junior League Louisiana cookbooks, and started 

cooking from them to get to know where she had moved. 

 

[00:08:29] 

Rien Fertel: That's amazing. 

 

[00:08:29] 

Virginia Willis: I just learned that a couple years ago, and it blew my mind. 

 

[00:08:33] 

Rien Fertel: Did she tell you? 

 

[00:08:33] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah, but she kind of just—"Well, that's why I did it." It wasn't this— she just 

thought that was—she's just an adventurous cook and always has been. Yeah. So, I grew 

up eating that. If you think about it, so, I'm fifty-one. At the time, Georgia—there wasn't 

Paul Prudhomme yet, there wasn't Emeril, there wasn't Justin Wilson, or all of that. So it 
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would have been like the equivalent, I imagine, of just moving to somewhere radically 

different and eating radically different food. 

 

[00:09:10] 

Rien Fertel: Is your mom still alive? 

 

[00:09:12] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. 

 

[00:09:12] 

Rien Fertel: Where does she live now? 

 

[00:09:13] 

Virginia Willis: She lives in Evans. Yeah, she lives a mile from where we were. We eventually 

had to sell the family home, but she lives about a mile from where it was. 

 

[00:09:21] 

Rien Fertel: Okay. Does she still cook that food? 

 

[00:09:21] 

Virginia Willis: She loves to cook. Yeah. She just made red beans and rice the other day. 

 

[00:09:25] 

Rien Fertel: Okay. [Laughter] 

 

[00:09:25] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. She loves to cook, and we still eat—that's still part of our repertoire, so to 

speak. 

 

[00:09:36] 

Rien Fertel: And how long did you stay in Alexandria? Did you go to high school there? 
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[00:09:38] 

Virginia Willis: No. It was literally just elementary school years, and then we moved back to 

Georgia, to South Georgia, with my father's work in junior high. 

 

[00:09:48] 

Rien Fertel: Okay. 

 

[00:09:48] 

Virginia Willis: But when I moved back, that was—people were still eating crawfish? I mean, 

that was like eating bait. 

 

[00:09:54] 

Rien Fertel: Sure. 

 

[00:09:55] 

Virginia Willis: You know? 

 

[00:09:55] 

Rien Fertel: So your mom brought the foods with y’all. 

 

[00:09:55] 

Virginia Willis: [Laughter] Yes, yeah. We stole some of it. I mean, gumbo has just been a 

thing, just something to eat. 

 

[00:10:04] 

Rien Fertel: And where was this in South Georgia? 

 

[00:10:05] 

Virginia Willis: Montezuma, Georgia. 
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[00:10:07] 

Rien Fertel: Montezuma— 

 

[00:10:07] 

Virginia Willis: Montezuma, Georgia. Macon County. About at the time—because this was 

when President Carter was president—it was about half an hour from Plains. 

 

[00:10:16] 

Rien Fertel: Okay. 

 

[00:10:16] 

Virginia Willis: And so we, everyone knows where that was, or everyone knew where that was. 

So, Americus, Perry, Montezuma, that little area of the world. 

 

[00:10:26] 

Rien Fertel: Do you have Carter memories? That must have been a big deal to be living in that 

part of Georgia when this man from— 

 

[00:10:34] 

Virginia Willis: Yes, yeah. For sure, no. Well, first of all, remember, because I was in sixth 

grade, I was the only person who voted for Jimmy Carter in our mock election. And of 

course I'm a huge Carter supporter now. At the time, I was just voting for him because he 

was from Georgia. 

 

[00:10:47] 

Rien Fertel: Right, right. 

 

[00:10:47] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. A big memory is when President Carter brought Menachem Begin and 

Anwar Sadat to Plains? Georgia? And we saw them speak. I remember that, being in 

junior high and the Prime Minister of Israel and Egypt are in a cotton field in Plains. 
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[00:11:13] 

Rien Fertel: Trying to solve the Middle East crisis. 

 

[00:11:13] 

Virginia Willis: [Laughter] Yeah, trying to solve the Middle East, yeah. 

 

[00:11:17] 

Rien Fertel: Wow. 

 

[00:11:17] 

Virginia Willis: And of course, when people would visit, they would always want to go to 

Plains. 

 

[00:11:22] 

Rien Fertel: And were you cooking? Did you start cooking? Did you cook alongside your mom? 

 

[00:11:25] 

Virginia Willis: Yes. Well, I've been making biscuits with my grandmother since I was three 

years old. 

 

[00:11:31] 

Rien Fertel: Well, tell me about that first. Do you remember the first biscuit lesson or—? 

 

[00:11:37] 

Virginia Willis: It's almost, in a weird way, I've talked about it so much and I've written about it 

so much that memory is fuzzy. But there're photographs of me doing it, you know what I 

mean? I literally just sent one of to a publication that was requesting it this morning. So, I 

do remember, I really remember this, because it's a taste. She'd roll out the biscuits and 

punch out the biscuits, and then the little leftover bit of dough, she'd let me roll it out and 

make a handprint, and then she'd bake the handprint adjacent to the biscuits. But of 
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course, the biscuits were thicker and bigger than this tiny little person's hand, and so my 

hand would get really dark, the handprint would get really dark. And I remember that sort 

of burnt, beurre noisette-y taste of the flour. I really remember that flavor. 

 

[00:12:27] 

Rien Fertel: Do you think, or do you remember, was it your grandmother encouraging you to 

help alongside, or do you think you asked? Or maybe begged to— 

 

[00:12:42] 

Virginia Willis: It was a little bit of both. There was a lot, especially when I was in junior high, 

there wasn't much choice. We were putting up peaches, and so therefore I was helping 

put up peaches. Or when the corn came in and we were shucking corn or when the peas 

came in, and we had to shell peas, that kind of thing. It wasn't servitude or forced labor, 

but at the same time, it was just sort of expected. We weren't, like, off—well, there was 

no Game Boy, but we weren't off watching TV or something like that. We were sort of 

expected to help when there was a lot going on. And I loved it. And the kitchen, 

especially. I can't say I loved shelling peas on a hundred-degree porch. 

 

[00:13:25] 

Rien Fertel: Did your younger sibling help too? 

 

[00:13:26] 

Virginia Willis: Yes, yes. It was part of that, for sure. I mean, some—peach season, especially, 

because peach season was, I mean, it’s hot. It's July, June, it's 105 degrees. And being in 

a canning plant in South Georgia when it's 105 degrees outside? It's a lot hotter inside. 

 

[00:13:46] 

Rien Fertel: When you make your grandmother’s biscuits today, do they taste the same as when 

she made them? Is it the same taste memory? 

 

[00:13:56] 
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Virginia Willis: I make them a little bit different. I don't work the dough as much as she did, and 

I generally make them a little bit thicker. My mother makes her biscuits more similar to 

my grandmother. My grandmother actually—for a period of time, my grandmother was 

using Crisco, right? So that, people are like sort, "Oh! A très scandale kind of thing, but 

that was the fat of the South for a period of time. It replaced lard, right? So, my biscuits, 

of course, taste more buttery, because I typically use butter or lard. 

 

[00:14:33] 

Rien Fertel: And so, did you go to college after high school? 

 

[00:14:37] 

Virginia Willis: Uh-huh, yep. So, I had a weird situation happen, though. I went to a private 

school, and I talk about it in this book a little bit. But I went to a private school that 

closed between my junior and senior year. So, I actually started college when I was 

sixteen. The first quarter, I commuted. I drove from Montezuma to Americus, I went to—

it was Georgia Southwestern at the time. I think it was a college, I think it's a university 

now. Then, at seventeen, I finished out my freshman year there and then, at seventeen, I 

switched to Athens and transferred to Athens and I went to the University of Georgia. 

 

[00:15:16] 

Rien Fertel: Okay. And did you cook? Did you work in restaurants? 

 

[00:15:21] 

Virginia Willis: I worked in a pizzeria. I didn't work in kitchens. However, I was always the 

cook at the house. And I remember going—like my friend, her father was doing some 

missionary work. He was an eye doctor, and he was doing some missionary work in the 

Yucatan, and we went down there. I remember coming back and making ceviche, and 

everyone was like, "That's raw fish!" It's like, "No, it's not!" Or, I was always sort of the 

one in charge of meals. Making five dollars last so we could buy beer or something silly. 

 

[00:15:58] 
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Rien Fertel: Right. 

 

[00:15:58] 

Virginia Willis: Make beans so we could buy beer. 

 

[00:16:00] 

Rien Fertel: And what did you major in? And did you take writing courses? 

 

[00:16:03] 

Virginia Willis: I majored in history, and I did typical English, but I majored in history. I've 

always loved history. At the time, it wasn't super practical, because I wound up in retail 

management until I sort of made a switch to what I do now. But, in retrospect, I see that it 

benefitted me. I think the liberal arts degree makes for a well-rounded person. 

 

[00:16:30] 

Rien Fertel: Yeah. So, where'd you go from there? I know you eventually ended up in cooking 

school. 

 

[00:16:34] 

Virginia Willis: Yep. So, immediately out of college—first of all, it took me, like, five years to 

get out of college. [Laughter] Athens is a little bit more fun than it needed to be. But 

after college, wound up in retail management. I wound up in Charleston, and was there 

for a couple years, and then Hugo came. Wound up back in Atlanta, and I was about 

twenty-five years old, and I was just positively miserable. I hated it. I hated what I was 

doing; I was so unhappy. And I had still cooked. Actually, my previous girlfriend at the 

time, she had tried to get me to go to school, culinary school, in Charleston, and I didn't.  

 

[00:17:10] 

Rien Fertel: What do you think she saw that you—? 

 

[00:17:15] 
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Virginia Willis: Well, I always loved to cook. My happiest place had always been the kitchen. I, 

at the time, I still had tons of cookbooks and I was an adventurous cook. I was a good 

cook. Just a good sort of natural cook from my mother and my grandmother. And I was 

unhappy with my work, so it's like, okay, go do something you're good at and you'll be 

happy at. So, I probably should have listened a little bit sooner, but it wound up being 

fortuitous, because when I came up to Atlanta, up through a friend through a friend, I met 

Nathalie Dupree. So, my first job cooking ever was as an apprentice on Nathalie Dupree's 

cooking show. 

 

[00:17:53] 

Rien Fertel: Okay. What year was that? 

 

[00:17:55] 

Virginia Willis: That would have been—I’d have to look at my resume, but I want to say— 

 

[00:18:02] 

Rien Fertel: [19]92, I think your website says. 

 

[00:18:03] 

Virginia Willis: [19]92, yeah, yeah. 

 

[00:18:05] 

Rien Fertel: Okay. So, tell me about maybe first impressions and what that job was like, and— 

 

[00:18:12] 

Virginia Willis: Wow. So, first impressions of Nathalie are—that’s, she's so intense, right? She's 

a larger-than-life personality. And I had seen her on television, so I thought—I was 

beyond myself. I thought I’d—I couldn't believe it, that I was having this opportunity. So, 

I went to apprentice, and I was working on her TV series for, I think it was a couple 

weeks. Then, at the end of the series, I asked her if I could come apprentice with her on 
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my days off. So, for the next—I think it was almost a year—on my days off, I worked at 

Macy's still, and on my days off, I would go to Nathalie's and cook. 

 

[00:18:54] 

Rien Fertel: Were you being paid? 

 

[00:18:54] 

Virginia Willis: No, not for a year. Yeah, no. I mean, eventually I was, but that's not that 

uncommon in kitchens, to apprentice or to stage for free. But she took me under her wing 

and we're very dear friends now. But she was hugely instrumental in the immediate after 

going to culinary school. She was also instrumental in helping me go to France. She was 

instrumental in helping me work for Martha Stewart. She's really—she's been there. She's 

been there for me all along. 

 

[00:19:32] 

Rien Fertel: Were you testing recipes for the show or preparing recipes for the show, 

cookbooks? 

 

[00:19:36] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. So she had, at that time, I think Southern Memories had just come out—

is that true? And she was working on a little series of pantry books. So, I was recipe 

testing, doing a lot of dishes, editing, really learning more about recipe testing and 

cooking. I wasn't doing any writing at that point. She would hand me a recipe; I would 

test it. Feed it to her. Feed it to whoever was there. We would talk about it; make 

adjustments in the recipe, and then start over. 

 

[00:20:12] 

Rien Fertel: I have one question, I want to back up just one second. 

 

[00:20:17] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. 
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[00:20:18] 

Rien Fertel: You said you had a bunch of cookbooks in your college and post-college years. 

What were your favorite books in the [19]80s and early [19]90s. 

 

[00:20:28] 

Virginia Willis: Oh, you know. Part of it, I went through a vegetarian phase, so I brought a 

bunch of vegetarian books—Nava Atlas, and then Alice Waters was coming about, so I 

knew about her. I think that one of my earlier books probably was—well, that hadn't 

come out yet. I was going to say Harold McGee's Food Lore and Food Science of 

Cooking was pretty early on. Joy of Cooking was pretty early on. The classics. The New 

York Times Cookbook. I don't remember any ethnic or foreign cookbooks. It was all 

pretty much the basics. 

 

[00:21:11] 

Rien Fertel: So, reading histories of Southern culinary histories now, the [19]90s are described 

as Charleston is the place you wanted to be. That's when Charleston was really coming 

alive, in [19]80s and [19]90s and redefining Southern food. Was that evident then? Were 

you a part of that scene, restaurant scene, those chefs? 

 

 

[00:21:36] 

Virginia Willis: Well, I was a hostess and bartender for a restaurant that used to be called 

Celia's. And Celia still lives in Charleston. But that was—I don't remember when Fig 

opened, but the part that I do remember most definitely—because I don't think Fig was 

open when I was there, because we left after Hugo in [19]89, so I'd be curious to know 

when that was, but what was there was John Taylor's bookstore, John Martin Taylor's 

bookstore. And I remember meeting him and being like, "What is this?" 

 

[00:22:09] 

Rien Fertel: Tell me about that. Was it an all-culinary bookstore? 
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[00:22:12] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. I think it was on Anson Street or something, it was off on—he had a 

bookstore and he would have these salons and these fabulous people would be there. I 

remember him just telling me about writing books. I'm like, "Well, how do you do that?" 

Just being so intrigued about the whole thing. And I write about him in this most recent 

book, he was this amazing bon vivant. I'd been in Athens. He was friends with the folks 

from the B-52s. It was a small world. Although John, I want to say, is at least ten years 

older than I am. At the time, it seemed like a lot more, alright? At the time—not that I 

saw him as a father figure, that's not at all what I mean. He just seemed a lot more mature 

and worldly and educated and all of that. So that, I definitely remember in terms of the 

culinary landscape. 

 

[00:23:11] 

Rien Fertel: Then you went up to culinary school. 

 

[00:23:14] 

Virginia Willis: Mm-hmm. Moved back to Atlanta, sort of had a little bit of a meltdown about 

what I was doing and realized that I did not want to be doing what I was doing. Met 

Nathalie, went to—worked with her for a year, went to culinary school at the L'Academie 

de Cuisine, which used to be located in the Bethesda area. Went there for a year. During 

that period of time, I actually came back and apprenticed with Nathalie as her kitchen 

director. So, my chef, at school, he wanted me to go work at The Inn at Little 

Washington. And I worked for a period of time for Nora Pouillon, who sort of helped 

found organic foods in this country. And didn't want to go work at The Inn at Little 

Washington. He also wanted for me to go work for Michel Richard. And I really wanted 

to work for a woman; I felt that that was important. Then the opportunity with Nathalie 

came back, and by this time, she was paying me. Right? I'd apprenticed and sort of 

moved up the ranks. So, I became the person in charge of the food on her TV series. 

Then, after doing that for a year, I knew that I needed to go to France, so I went to École 
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de Cuisine La Varenne with Anne Willan. I was supposed to be there for three months 

and I was there for about three years. 

 

[00:24:38] 

Rien Fertel: Wow.  You said you knew you needed to go to France. Why did you know that or 

how did you know that? And not, say, the CIA? 

 

[00:24:42] 

Virginia Willis: Well, I'd chosen not to go to CIA because the CIA is a two-year program and I 

wanted to go to a smaller school, and I wanted to go to a one-year program. I didn't need 

an Associate's degree because I already had a Bachelor's. If we think about Western 

cooking, specifically, the French—as I'm sure you know—but the French sort of 

organized everything. And they're really at the foundation of Western cooking. The 

Italians, of course, would differ. But the whole brigade system and what it's like to be in 

restaurants, that is very much defined by the French. 

 

[00:25:22] 

Rien Fertel: What did you do there for three years? 

 

[00:25:23] 

Virginia Willis: So, for the first two months, sort of the same thing I'd been doing for Nathalie, 

testing recipes. But I started moving more into editorial work and learning how to write 

recipes. 

 

[00:25:33] 

Rien Fertel: For Anne? 

 

[00:25:33] 

Virginia Willis: For Anne. So, I learned—I feel like my mom and my grandmother taught me 

how to cook. Nathalie took me out of my mother's kitchen and started exposing me to 

things that I hadn't seen before. Then Anne is really who started to teach me how to write, 
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how to write recipes. So, I worked with her on her projects. She, at the time, was writing 

a book called—shoot. She was working on a book that was about making things perfect, 

like how to take something that was wrong and flip it. So, we had a couple photoshoots 

and a lot of sort of back and forth between France and where her home in D.C.—so 

wherever she went, I sort of went. And then, when the project ended, it was sort of like, 

okay, go off. And that's when I returned to the United States and moved to New York. 

 

[00:26:34] 

Rien Fertel: And what did you do in New York? 

 

[00:26:37] 

Virginia Willis: It came as a result of working with Anne. So, she asked me to escort her to a 

TV show. Back in the day, so to speak, if someone were on a TV cooking show or 

something like that, they would often have someone who would go with them to make 

sure the food was okay. So, I went, and she was cooking boeuf bourguignon, and the food 

stylist truly styled it. They weren't cooking; they would put, like, corn starch in the gravy 

and the sauce, and the vegetables were all wrong. I just remember being like, "None of 

this is okay." And they were like, "It's just television." “But it's just Anne Willan.” 

[Laughter] “It's not okay.” But it was a show called The Main Ingredient, and I asked 

if—I had just moved back from France. I was living in my family home, outside of 

Augusta, in Evans, and asked if I could come in and trail. I flew up the next month to 

trail, and the person who was the kitchen director had walked out that morning, and I got 

the job. 

 

[00:27:43] 

Rien Fertel: At The Main Ingredient. 

 

[00:27:43] 

Virginia Willis: At The Main Ingredient. 

 

[00:27:45] 
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Rien Fertel: Was this a local show? 

 

[00:27:46] 

Virginia Willis: No, it was on Lifetime. It was originally hosted by—I think her name was 

Robin. She was a soap opera star. But the host that started when I started was Bobby 

Flay. It was Bobby Flay's first television series. 

 

[00:28:01] 

Rien Fertel: Did he have a restaurant then? 

 

[00:28:02] 

Virginia Willis: He did. I think he had Mesa Grill at that point. So, he may have had some 

television experience before that, but I do not think so. 

 

[00:28:10] 

Rien Fertel: So this is right before the Food Network got started. 

 

[00:28:12] 

Virginia Willis: Yep, exactly. 

 

[00:28:13] 

Rien Fertel: What year is this, did you move to— 

 

[00:28:16] 

Virginia Willis: Let's see. That would have been 1997. So, that was 1997. So, worked on The 

Main Ingredient as the kitchen director for that. And the kitchen director is basically the 

person who's in charge of all the food on the show. Throwing the bowl of salt by the 

stovetop to whatever's coming out of the oven. 

 

[00:28:32] 

Rien Fertel: And would you do recipe development too, or build the shows? 
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[00:28:37] 

Virginia Willis: No, there was a producer that built the show, and the recipes were coming from 

Bobby, right? From Bobby's team, Stephanie, who I think still works with him. Then that 

show went on hiatus. Even before I had left France, I wanted to go work for Martha 

Stewart. So, I was trying to get in, trying to get in, trying to get a foot in the door. And 

Nathalie sat next to Susan Spungen, who was her food editor at the time, and said, at 

some sort of event—and said, "I know someone you need to interview to work for you." 

And I got my foot in the door to trail in that kitchen and then became kitchen director for 

Martha Stewart's show. Bobby's show went on hiatus, which just basically means it was 

cancelled. And then became a kitchen director for Martha Stewart Television. 

 

[00:29:252] 

Rien Fertel: Oh, that was when she had her own— 

 

[00:29:26] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. So, she had her series, and it was right when I started, it transitioned from 

once a week on cable to a half-hour daily on network, and within six weeks, it went from 

a half-hour daily—I feel like it was six weeks, it was quick—went from a half an hour 

daily on CBS to an hour. And so, yeah. So, I was—and we were doing development, as 

well as using recipes from the magazine, as well as using recipes from her books. The 

thing about Martha is, the content's sort of repurposed and reused and things like that. 

 

[00:30:11] 

Virginia Willis: So when you're working with these three celebrities, Anne Willan, Bobby Flay, 

and Martha Stewart, do you think your Southernness, your Southern identity, was 

helpful? Played a role in that? And did they see you as a Southerner, did they treat you as 

a Southerner? Was that something like exotic to— 

 

[00:30:34] 
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Virginia Willis: No. Well, Anne, as soon as she found out I was from the South, just completely 

assumed that I knew how to make jellies and preserves. And I forgot to mention this, and 

I always forget, it's actually a big deal. I was one of the editors for the seventy-fifth 

anniversary of the Joy of Cooking. When I went in to Maria Guarnaschelli's office, she 

assumed that I knew how to skin a rabbit because I was a Southerner. [Laughter] Which 

of course, I do know how to skin a rabbit, but it has nothing to do—I guess it has 

everything to do with the fact that I'm a Southerner. But they assigned me the game 

chapter because I was a Southerner. So, yeah, there were some expectations that came 

with my background, that people just assumed that I knew how to do certain things 

because I was a Southerner. One Thanksgiving, Martha asked me to make biscuits for 

television. It was my first national television experience. 

 

[00:31:29] 

Rien Fertel: On the air? 

 

[00:31:29] 

Virginia Willis:  On the air. I was terrified. I mean, I swear you can see my heart beating 

through my shirt. 

 

[00:31:34] 

Rien Fertel: Did it happen okay? 

 

[00:31:37] 

Virginia Willis: It happened okay, but—[Laughter]—if you look at it now, it's like my voice is 

trembling—I was terrified. And she had me do it myself. She wasn't on air with me. But 

it's still a good biscuit lesson, I have to tell you. If you were to watch it now, it would still 

be a good biscuit lesson. 

 

[00:31:52] 

Rien Fertel: Is it on YouTube? 
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[00:31:54] 

Virginia Willis: It is, it is. I was Googling something the other day and came across it. 

 

[00:31:58] 

Rien Fertel: Good, that's good. 

 

[00:31:58] 

Virginia Willis: I was like, oh, my gosh, are you serious? Nothing really does go away on the 

internet. 

 

[00:32:04] 

Rien Fertel: Yeah. So, how long did you stay with Martha Stewart and in New York? 

 

[00:32:09] 

Virginia Willis: So, I was with Martha Stewart until 2000. I was with her for about three years, 

and then I went to become a producer for Epicurious on the Discovery Channel. That was 

a pretty good deal, because it took me out of the kitchen, and I started determining 

content. And Epicurious television, at the time, it was a co-production between Condé 

Nast and the Discovery Channel. And the premise of the show, it was hosted by Michael 

Lomonaco, who was chef of Windows on the World, and the premise of the show was, 

there would be a field piece—and it's still what I would love to do with television today. 

There'd be a field piece, and then you'd cook with that ingredient. And so, one of the 

things that they brought me in to do was, the producer before me, she wanted to go to 

Hawaii, so they'd go shoot in Hawaii. She wanted to go to France, they'd go shoot in 

France. So, we did go shoot in France, but instead of shooting one story in France, we 

would shoot five stories in France. I brought a practical producer piece to it. Then I also 

found a lot of stories that we could do in the United States.  

 

[00:33:21] 

Rien Fertel: How long were you there? 

 

http://www.southernfoodways.org


Virginia Willis |  

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

25 

[00:33:29] 

Virginia Willis: So, I lost that job as a result of 9/11. And, at the same time—this is kind of 

weird—but at the same time, I'd hurt myself on a shoot, and I had a herniated disc in my 

back and I couldn't work. So, oddly enough, when that sort of injury period ended, went 

back to France and did a short stint with Anne again, and then we moved back to Georgia 

in 2002. So, I was in New York from about late [19]96, [19]97 to 2002. Then when I 

came here in 2002, it really was, I was ready to come home. I'd been away at culinary 

school; I'd lived and worked in France. I'd lived in New York. So, I'd been away for 

roughly ten years. And 9/11 was obviously tremendous for everyone, but it was really 

tremendous if you were living there. It was just like, I'm ready to go home. So, I moved 

back to Georgia. 

 

[00:34:29] 

Rien Fertel: Yeah. And before you mentioned, you said, it was important for you to work with a 

woman as your boss, and you did work with a couple men. I don't want dirt on Bobby 

Flay, but was it a different experience working for—and I'm sure you had male bosses in 

these television production, large staffs—? 

 

[00:34:56] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. So, it's kind of interesting, because Bobby was the host, but we were 

more like peers than—I mean, obviously he was the talent, so the talent is the star of the 

television show, but it was very collaborative and there was mutual admiration and 

respect. He wasn't necessarily in charge of me, if that makes any sense. And there's no 

dirt. I would say, if we were sitting here, he's very much a dude. And I will say this: he's 

pretty much what you see on TV and also just an upstanding guy. 

 

[00:35:36] 

Rien Fertel: So you moved back, you moved to Atlanta. 

 

[00:35:37] 

Virginia Willis: Um-hmm. 
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[00:35:37] 

Rien Fertel: What is life like in Atlanta then? What do you do? 

 

[00:35:43] 

Virginia Willis: So, I was having a hard time finding a job, right? I had worked in restaurants 

before. I'd worked when I was in culinary school; I worked at restaurants when I was in 

France some. But I knew from the very beginning that growing up and being a line cook 

wasn't really what I wanted to do. And by this point, I had had roughly ten years of 

experience working more on the media-side of things. So, I just started trying to scratch a 

way to live any way I could. I was doing some off-the-books catering; I was sort of 

teaching cooking classes for the Cook's Warehouse with Mary Moore; started begging 

Susan Puckett to let me write for her at the AJC.  You know, just trying to do anything. 

Applied for a bunch of different jobs, and nothing really ever stuck. So, I just started 

doing my own thing, which eventually turned into what it is now. [Laughter] Which is 

the same sort of thing, still just trying to scratch it all out. 

 

[00:36:41] 

Rien Fertel: Yeah. You were freelancing. 

 

[00:36:41] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah, I was freelancing, yeah. 

 

[00:36:45] 

Rien Fertel: So, what led to the first book? It comes out in 2008? 

 

[00:36:49] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. So, Bon Appétit, Y'all, it wasn't titled that at the time, but it had started 

long before. I guess, honestly, when I was living and working in France and working for 

Anne, I went to the food writer's conference at the Greenbrier, which was this sort of 

fantastic event that used to happen, and very small and limited. It just percolated up that 
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that's what I wanted to do; I wanted to tell the stories of my grandmother’s recipes and 

my mother's recipes and mine.  

 

[00:37:20] 

Rien Fertel: Can you talk about that conference? Because Martha Foose also brought it up in an 

interview. Was it an annual event? Did it happen one time? What did it look like? 

 

[00:37:26] 

Virginia Willis: It was an annual event. It was held at the Greenbrier. It was run by Toni 

Allegra, who is still an alive and well person in California. It was very small. And if you 

think about it, it was before the internet and before blogging and before all of that. And it 

was a situation that the top editors and agents would be in the same room sitting next to 

you with, like, a regular writer, and there was a three- or four-day intensive with sessions, 

and pitch sessions, and how to make money sessions. Anne Willan was always there. 

That's how I was first introduced to it. One of my favorite times is, I showed up at Anne's 

cabin and, long story short, I roommated with Julia Child. I became Julia Child's 

roommate because her assistant had had to go back to Boston. 

 

[00:38:26] 

Rien Fertel: At this conference? 

 

[00:38:26] 

Virginia Willis:  At this conference. And I'd met Julia, because Julia would come over quite a 

bit when I was living and working in France. So, yeah. 

 

[00:38:35] 

Rien Fertel: Was she a good roommate? 

 

[00:38:36] 

Virginia Willis: Well, actually, I treated her like my grandmother. She was my grandmother's 

age, so I just made sure that she got where she needed to be on time and carried her books 
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and didn't forget her cane. But yeah, the food writer's conference at the Greenbrier was 

very important when it was happening. 

 

[00:38:53] 

Rien Fertel: So did you meet an agent, editor? 

 

[00:38:56] 

Virginia Willis: Not at the time, but I came up with the idea for this book, and it took me a long 

time to write it; a long time to get the proposal. Then, actually, I did—sort of going full 

circle—I sold it to my agent at the food writer's conference at the Greenbrier, the last 

time I attended, I believe. 

 

[00:39:20] 

Rien Fertel: You said you had this idea for the book. What did the book turn out to be, or how 

did that happen? 

 

[00:39:27] 

Virginia Willis: It actually turned out to be what I wanted it, what I thought it to be. I did come 

up with Bon Appétit, Y'all, at the some point. I don't know when it happened. But it sort 

of made sense to me, because my French training was hugely important. One thing that 

sort of happened when I was living and working in France is, at the same time, I began to 

have a greater appreciation for the South and that garden that I grew up with. There was 

an old French man, Monsieur Milbert, that tended to potager at La Varenne. He just 

reminded me of my granddaddy, puttering around in the garden all the time. So, that 

experience in France taught me a lot about food and cooking, of course. It also, at the 

same time, made me realize that I had had it all along at home.  

 

[00:40:18] 

Rien Fertel: Did you consciously cook Southern food there in France? 

 

[00:40:24] 
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Virginia Willis: Oh, yes. No. Throughout my life, wherever I have been—New York City or 

France or, now in Massachusetts, people love it when I cook Southern. Like, it is glory 

day when Virginia fries chicken. You know what I mean? Just recently, I was at the 

Martha Stewart test kitchen giving biscuit lessons, and that came from—Monday was 

like sort of a prep day, and then we would shoot Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday. Then 

Friday was wrap things up. So generally, on Fridays, I would make biscuits. And if it 

were a particularly harsh week, I would make grits and biscuits. If it were really bad, I 

would make biscuits and fried chicken, and so everyone would sort of lick their wounds 

and eat fried chicken. 

 

[00:41:05] 

Rien Fertel: For comfort. 

 

[00:41:08] 

Virginia Willis: [Laughter] For comfort, yeah. But throughout everywhere I've been, people 

have wanted to eat biscuits and fried chicken. 

 

[00:41:13] 

Rien Fertel: So you came up with the title to marry the French bon appétit with y’all.  

 

[00:41:13] 

Virginia Willis: Um-hmm. Bon Appétit, Y'all. I don't have any recollection of when it happened 

or where. Ten Speed actually originally wanted to change it; they didn't like it.  

 

[00:41:26] 

Rien Fertel: Do you remember what they wanted it to be? 

 

[00:41:27] 

Virginia Willis: Oh, my gosh. It was terrible. Mimi, Mama, and Me.  

 

[00:41:31] 
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Rien Fertel: Okay, so a three-generational story. 

 

[00:41:34] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. But that just sounded like bad grammar to me. The reality is, an author 

doesn't always have final say so on the title of a book, right? But my agent, who has now 

become my partner, so she fought really hard for me. She swore off her firstborn if they 

wouldn't do it. Would give them her firstborn to keep it, yeah. 

 

[00:41:59] 

Rien Fertel: So she fought for it. 

 

[00:41:59] 

Virginia Willis: She fought for it. 

 

[00:42:00] 

Rien Fertel: Of course they liked it— 

 

[00:42:03] 

Virginia Willis: Well, yeah. They eventually liked it, and it's been a really great-selling book. 

 

[00:42:06] 

Rien Fertel: Yeah. So, the first book, did it do better than expected? 

 

[00:42:15] 

Virginia Willis: It did. So, I had a good advance for that book at the time, but I sold through my 

advance in six months. So, I think that book's in its fifth printing. And that happened 

almost instantly. So, it did do really well. 

 

[00:42:33] 

Rien Fertel: And why do you think it is? Do you think it was you, was it the book, do you think 

it hit a moment in the rise of Southern cookbooks? 
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[00:42:43] 

Virginia Willis: I so, I think all of those are correct. I think it's a good book. The photography's 

beautiful; Ellen Silverman photographed it. It's a nice blend of recipes. The design is 

pretty. So, the book, the publisher did their job. I did my job. Angie Mosier styled it. It 

was, at that time—I think maybe the Lee brothers had had a book came out. Martha 

Foose's book, Screen Doors and Sweet Tea, came out that same spring. So, it's ten years 

ago. It was right when Southern food was really just starting to re-explode. 

 

[00:43:14] 

Rien Fertel: It was that new generation of first books. 

 

[00:43:14] 

Virginia Willis: That new generation, right. It was like a wave of it. There'd not been that many 

before, and I think it was just sort of resonated with people. And there was some nice 

stories in there. 

 

[00:43:27] 

Rien Fertel: And when it came to write the second book, were you—I know a lot of authors, 

when they have a successful first book, they're pushed to get something out right away. 

Was that the case, or did you have some say? 

 

[00:43:42] 

Virginia Willis: No, I did. I was pushed a little bit. But Basic to Brilliant was my second book. 

And this is actually a little bit more how I cook. So, it's a little bit more chef-inspired. 

Bon Appétit, Y'all is very simple recipes, country cooking. Some French country cooking, 

but it's mostly country cooking. And Basic to Brilliant is really more—I take a basic 

recipe and then do a little something to make it more chef-inspired. 

 

[00:44:09] 

Rien Fertel: Can you give an example? 
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[00:44:09] 

Virginia Willis: So, a really simple example of that would be, there's a recipe for a kale frittata, 

and then the brilliant version of that would be to bake the frittata in a boule, like in a 

bread boule. Some are more difficult than others. Another one would be, there's a recipe 

for curried chicken wings, and the brilliant is the French knife technique, of sort of 

lollipop, like Frenching the bone. So, some of them are more involved, but they're all sort 

of in a paragraph form. [Laughter] And that book did terrible. That book— 

 

[00:44:45] 

Rien Fertel: Oh, it didn't do well? 

 

[00:44:45] 

Virginia Willis: It didn't do well at all. I think that, I don't know if it were the recipes were less 

accessible to people, that may be something. The economy was another. And I go back 

and look at that book now and I, whenever a real food person or a food professional or a 

chef is looking at my book, I always point them toward that direction, because I feel it's 

less for the home cook. 

 

[00:45:17] 

Rien Fertel: Okay. And the third Y'all book, Lighten Up, Y'all, was a big hit, right? 

 

[00:45:24] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. 

 

[00:45:24] 

Rien Fertel: Was there a moment when you thought—was it guaranteed that the third book in 

the series was going to happen? 

 

[00:45:33] 
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Virginia Willis: No, and it wasn't really ever a series. It was just the way that I made it a series. 

A couple different things happened. So, the first two books were thirty-eight dollars, or 

thirty-five and thirty-eight dollars, and then Lighten Up, Y'all the economy had changed, I 

wanted a twenty-five dollar book. I wanted to make sure it was more accessible to 

people. But the part that I think it the most interesting about this book, there were two 

pieces of it. So, this book came out in 2012, so from 2008 to 2012—roughly eight 

years—I'd been traveling the country and teaching cooking classes, living part-time in 

Massachusetts, writing for increasingly national publications, and everywhere I go and 

talk about Southern food, everyone was like, “Oh, I love Southern food, but it's so 

unhealthy.” Or, “Oh, my gosh, Southern food is so good, but it's so bad for you.” And it 

made me crazy, because all Southern food isn't bad for you, right? We know this, but it's 

sort of that misperception about the South. And, having said that, I had to feel like I had 

gotten really off-track with my own sort of life and work balance and not exercising and 

stuff like that, so it became two-fold. Like there was a mental reasoning behind this book, 

and then there was also a physical reasoning behind this book. Some of the recipes aren't 

altered at all; they're just regular recipes. They have not been lightened up. It's just 

Southern cooking. There are some that are, and I do write in the biscuits lightened up, it's 

half whole wheat pastry flour and I sub out part of the butter for canola oil. But I think in 

the head note, this is not a health food bar. This is not a granola bar. This is still a biscuit. 

And I write also in this book that, if you want fried chicken, go eat really good fried 

chicken. Just go eat it and satisfy that craving and satisfy that. We're just not supposed to 

eat it every day. 

 

[00:47:31] 

Rien Fertel: Right. How do you turn a thirty-plus dollar price point book into a twenty-five 

dollar book? 

 

[00:47:38] 

Virginia Willis: If you'll see, the part of it's the size, right? So— 

 

[00:47:40] 
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Rien Fertel: It's a little smaller, but— 

 

[00:47:40] 

Virginia Willis: It's a little bit smaller. Part of it, these are, the first two books also had dust 

jackets, book covers, and this is what's called paper on board. 

 

[00:47:50] 

Rien Fertel: Um-hmm. 

 

[00:47:50] 

Virginia Willis: The size is thinner and a little bit shorter. So it all—a publisher makes a 

decision about how much this book could be. This book could be a 125 recipes for peanut 

butter and jelly sandwiches. It doesn't matter what's on the inside so much. 

 

[00:48:08] 

Rien Fertel: Right, it's the production. 

 

[00:48:09] 

Virginia Willis: It's the production. So, but I just felt like that was important to me as a business 

decision. 

 

[00:48:18] 

Rien Fertel: Yeah. And then you did two books right before Lighten Up, Y'all— 

 

[00:48:25] 

Virginia Willis: Um-hmm. 

 

[00:48:25.1 

Rien Fertel: Were you asked to do—they're both in series. 

 

[00:48:30] 
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Virginia Willis: Um-hmm. 

 

[00:48:30] 

Rien Fertel: One a University of North Carolina Press series, another series called— 

 

[00:48:36] 

Virginia Willis: Short Stack. 

 

[00:48:36] 

Rien Fertel: Short Stack. Were you asked to do these or did you pitch? 

 

[00:48:39] 

Virginia Willis: No, I was asked to do both of them. I really, I love okra. I have an okra pendant 

on. I mean, I love okra. 

 

[00:48:47] 

Rien Fertel: Is it your kind of favorite vegetable? 

 

[00:48:49] 

Virginia Willis: It's not, I love it. I actually probably love collard greens more. But I love—it 

sounds so silly. It's like the most Southern vegetable, I think. 

 

[00:48:58] 

Rien Fertel: Why do you say that? 

 

[00:49:01] 

Virginia Willis: It grows where it's hot. I remember growing up with it. I do love it. I don't know 

that I would say it's my favorite vegetable, but it is definitely in the top three. It's just so 

specifically Southern, I think. It doesn't really grow anywhere else in the United States. 

It's too cold or not sunny enough. I love the beauty of the plant. It's a contentious 
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vegetable; I think that's the first sentence in the book. People love it or hate it. I had 

grown up with it in Georgia and in Louisiana— 

 

[00:49:38] 

Rien Fertel: Your grandmother and mom would cook okra? 

 

[00:49:39] 

Virginia Willis: Uh-huh, uh-huh. 

 

[00:49:39] 

Rien Fertel: What would they do, would they stew it or—? 

 

[00:49:40] 

Virginia Willis: They would stew it. We had okra and tomatoes. Of course, we had fried okra, 

pickled okra, every which way you can have okra, I grew up with it. 

 

[00:49:50] 

Rien Fertel: It is a singular vegetable. There's no other—there's no comparison. 

 

[00:49:54] 

Virginia Willis: So, with that book, I chose that sort of to specifically—it was a decision as well, 

this is sort of stand out. If you think about it, I could written about pecans or bourbon or 

catfish or anything that's also sort of aggressively Southern. But I just, I wanted it to 

stand out, and I felt like that would be a way of having it stand out. And it worked. 

There's only going to be so many people that are going to buy a book about okra. 

[Laughter]  

 

[00:50:23] 

Rien Fertel: Right. And same with grits, your Short Stack books, it’s super defined. 

 

[00:50:28] 
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Virginia Willis: Yes. It goes back to what we were talking about in the beginning of it. I'm 

really proud of being from the South, and I love the opportunity to sort of dive deep on 

these ingredients. And the Short Stack was different, and Grits was—the Short Stack and 

okra, were different in the fact that both publishing houses asked me to divide the list of 

recipes into a list of very Southern things and then not Southern things. So with okra, for 

example, I think there's fifty recipes and I have twenty-five Southern recipes for okra. 

Then I took a little tour around the world, and I discovered where else okra grew. And 

okra grows where it's hot, and okra grows where there's been slavery. African slavery. 

So, there's okra in Brazil. There's okra throughout the Caribbean. There's also okra in 

India; it's a huge vegetable there. There's okra in the Middle East. There's even Greek 

okra. So, wherever it's super hot. So, I was able to include some of those recipes, and as a 

cook—I'm proud to be Southern, but everything I put in my mouth isn't Southern, and 

everything I cook isn't Southern. So, that was really fun for both of those books, to be 

able to, like, just sort of stretch a little bit in terms of it not being so aggressively 

Southern, even though they really were. 

 

[00:51:46] 

Rien Fertel: Yeah. It's the Southern vegetable that is everywhere else. A lot of other places. 

 

[00:51:51] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. And Kaitlyn was my editor, Kaitlyn Goalen was my editor for Grits, and 

what we did with that book was sort of mixed it up as well. So, it wasn't just as simple as, 

like, substituting polenta or grits for polenta or vice versa. But there's a recipe that I have 

in that book for tamales that, of course, that's not the corn product that would be used to 

make tamales, but we were able to sort of figure out—I was able to figure out in the 

kitchen like how to undercook the grits enough so that I could make tamales with them. 

So, that was fun, experimentation in the kitchen. 

 

[00:52:26] 

http://www.southernfoodways.org


Virginia Willis |  

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

38 

Rien Fertel: Yeah. Before we get to your most recent book that just came out, do you also—and 

I know there's limitations to answering this question—but do you also ghostwrite books, 

or have you ghostwritten books? 

 

[00:52:38] 

Virginia Willis: No. I have been asked to ghostwrite a book, and I asked for my name not to be 

on the cover, and they withdrew the invitation. 

 

[00:52:50] 

Rien Fertel: Really? 

 

[00:52:52] 

Virginia Willis: It would have been very specifically an economic decision for me to have done 

that, but I wasn’t—honestly, it wasn't really something that I wanted my name on. It 

would have been fine on the check. And when I said that I did not want my name on the 

cover, that was a deal breaker for them. But I stand by my decision. I don't know that—

I’ve edited some books for other people, but I'm usually busy enough with my own stuff 

that I don't really have the time. 

 

[00:53:28] 

Rien Fertel: Right, right.  

 

[00:53:29] 

Virginia Willis: Or inclination.  

 

[00:53:32] 

Rien Fertel: Yeah. So, for your most recent book, it came out just a couple weeks ago. It's a bit 

of a shift, right? 

 

[00:53:39] 

Virginia Willis: Um-hmm. 
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[00:53:39] 

Rien Fertel: Can you describe this book? What you wanted to do with this book, what the pitch 

was when you went to market the book? 

 

[00:53:48] 

Virginia Willis: So, Lighten Up, Y'all was the beginning of it, in all honesty, because it was like 

looking at—and people having this misunderstanding, rather, misunderstanding of what 

Southern food and cooking was. And that we're this vegetable-based cuisine and all these 

things. And so, Secrets of the Southern Table is really an expansion on that, because 

especially, like, after Lighten Up, Y'all and winning the Beard Award and all this kind of 

stuff, I got a lot more attention, right? I mean, I'm sure like Martha tells you—or told you, 

possibly—it turns everything up, you’re on everyone's radar. And so, that same sort of 

thing, like, “Oh, I love Southern cooking, but—” just kept coming up. And then, 

especially living in Massachusetts, like it just became more and more apparent to me that 

people outside the South don't necessarily understand the South. And so, I wanted to 

continue to share the traditional recipes, but to also share the different cultures and 

communities that exist within the South. And as I began researching for it, I knew that 

there was a tremendous Korean population in Duluth that was fairly recent. And I knew 

that there's a ton of people like myself that love to go Duluth, the suburbs of Atlanta, and 

eat Korean food. But then, as I started researching about it and just sort of digging a little 

bit deeper, you know, through SFA I knew about the Chinese population in Mississippi 

that had been there since the 1800s. I knew there were a lot of Greeks in Birmingham, so 

why were they there? Well, they went to work in the steel mills. Little bit more research, 

there're a lot of Greeks in Tarpon Springs, Florida. Well, why are they there? There's a lot 

of Vietnamese on the Gulf Coast. Why are they there? So, what I began to understand is 

that those populations have these circles of influence within the local foodways. And 

some of those circles are older, like the Chinese, like the Greeks, and some are newer, 

like the Vietnamese or the Hispanic population in Kentucky, working in the horse racing 

industry. So, I was actually with Amy Cameron Evans, and I was teaching in Texas, and 
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I—growing up in Louisiana, I wanted to go eat crawfish. So I texted her, and I said, “I 

want to go eat crawfish.” And she texted me back, “Asian or Cajun?” I was like, “What?” 

 

[00:56:13] 

Rien Fertel: You're in Houston. 

 

[00:56:13] 

Virginia Willis: I'm in Houston. I was like, “What? Asian?” And I didn't know what it was. I 

had never been. So we go to this huge crawfish house, and there’s—it's like the UN. 

There's African Americans, there's Mexicans, there's Vietnamese, there's roughnecks in 

from the oil rig, there's a rodeo in town, there's Amy and I, there's gay, straight, black, 

white, you name it, there's everything. And I'm sitting there eating this food, and I realize 

that this is the South, and this is my South. And that was where the book actually started 

to germinate. And so, this book is broken down like my other books in terms of stuff like 

starters and nibbles and the different chapters, but it has been a real departure because 

each chapter has two stories about a catcher, harvester, or a maker. And I wanted to make 

sure that I display that rich and full diversity. So, I have Vietnamese shrimpers in Texas, I 

have Laura Ramírez from Lexington, traditional stories like Muddy Pond Sorghum, I 

have Diane Flint in Virginia. So, it just was really a—there was sixteen stories, and it's a 

blend of different ages and genders and races. 

 

[00:57:47] 

Rien Fertel: The way you're talking about the South, you're describing it as cosmopolitan or  

heterogeneous. Did you ever, growing up in the South, or when you lived outside the 

South, or even more recently, do you ever feel negative or cynical about the South? 

 

[00:58:06] 

Virginia Willis: Oh, I don't feel negative or cynical about the South. I'm a realist about the 

South. 

 

[00:58:09] 
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Rien Fertel: Okay. What do you mean by that? 

 

[00:58:10] 

Virginia Willis: I realize that not everyone is comfortable with different races. As a gay woman, 

I'm very aware that there are plenty of people that think I'm going to Hell. [Laughter] 

And need to be euthanized humanely, I think that was something I saw today. How is that 

happening still in this day and age? So, I'm very realist about the South. But what I want 

to try to do—because my books are more mainstream, right? And some of the stories I 

did learn about through SFA. And I would be saying SFA whether you were here with 

the SFA or not. That's been a huge part of my education, continuing ed, so to speak. But 

there are a lot of people that don't know those people. There are a lot of people that don't 

know those stories. There are a lot of people, both within the South and outside the 

South, that have no idea that this wonderful work of X is happening there. And so, 

because my books were more mainstream, I feel like I can share some of those stories 

with people who may not have otherwise been aware of them. Yeah. 

 

[00:59:30] 

Rien Fertel: And we were talking about this right before we started rolling the tape, but this is 

the first time you're on the cover of your book. 

 

[00:59:37] 

Virginia Willis: [Laughter] Yeah. 

 

[00:59:37] 

Rien Fertel: Was that a fight? Was it a fight with the other titles? Was it something you take 

pride in? 

 

[00:59:47] 

Virginia Willis: It's really interesting. Bon Appétit, Y'all, was my first book, and that would have 

never happened, because it just would have never happened. I was a complete—no one 

knew who in the hell I was. Basic to Brilliant, I wanted it more then. I don't really 
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remember; it wasn't really a fight. Lighten Up, Y'all, I think by that point, the agent and 

myself were always asking for it, but at the end of the day, the publishing company has 

the right answer. Or they have the right answer, they have the final say. And interestingly 

enough, I think that this was the first cover that we didn't even ask about it. But what I 

did want to do, which, when people see it, they'll understand—I wanted it to be a 

mélange of things. 

 

[01:00:39] 

Rien Fertel: Um-hmm, um-hmm. 

 

[01:00:39] 

Virginia Willis: Because the whole book is showing this rich diversity. Rich diversity. Different 

colors. Different people. Different, different, different. So, it was super intentional. Like, 

I don't think I would have been happy just having my big face and smile and all that on 

the cover of a book. This book isn't as much about me. 

 

[01:01:05] 

Rien Fertel: Yeah. Do you think, between now and then, was it a name-face recognition thing, 

or does it have to do with being a woman? 

 

[01:01:17] 

Virginia Willis: It may. They do test studies. 

 

[01:01:23] 

Rien Fertel: Mock-ups, and— 

 

[01:01:23] 

Virginia Willis: Mock-ups, and what will sell and what won't sell. There's some of it I'm sure 

there is a science, and a lot of it I'm sure that's just someone throwing darts or something, 

would be the equivalent. They do put a lot of women on covers. Most celebrities are on 

the cover, right? Yeah. I don't know. Maybe because I'm a middle-aged lady, I don't 
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know. Middle-aged woman. I have no idea. I'm not a super skinny Hollywood movie star, 

so, I have no idea. 

 

[01:01:58] 

Rien Fertel: When you travel, do you feel like you're recognized now because of your television 

appearances? 

 

[01:02:03] 

Virginia Willis: Well, it happens—[Laughter]—it happens sometimes, but it seems to happen 

at the most inopportune times. But I say that jokingly. Yeah, it happens, but it's not like 

I'm Rachel Ray on TV every day. So, it's a balance of it. And I'm certainly recognized 

more within the South. But not too long ago, I was flying out of Hartsfield, and this, like, 

lady cut in front of me. And I was tired and, ugh, it made me grumpy. I was walking to 

the airport, and somehow, she cut in front of me again. Ugh. And I was like, holding my 

tongue. Then something else happened with her. I'm like, “What is up with this 

woman?!” I didn't say anything, and I held my tongue. And as we got to the other end 

where we were journeying to, she was walking away and she tapped me on the shoulder, 

and she said, “I just love your cookbooks.” And all I could think was, “I am so glad that I 

held my tongue.” You know? And that I was a nice person. That was a little bit of a 

lesson for me, you know what I mean? Just, it's all good. [Laughter] 

 

[01:03:09] 

Rien Fertel: Yeah. Do you like traveling to promote books? Is it something you—? 

 

[01:03:12] 

Virginia Willis: I do. I do love traveling to promote books. I will candidly say that, right now, 

I'm a little extra crispy—[Laughter]—because I've been, like, traveling for a month and 

I'm super tired. But it's wonderful. It's wonderful that someone is going to take the time 

and energy to buy my book. It's a twenty-five dollar thing, it's not just like—it's more 

than a $1.98. It's wonderful that people are buying books, because there's four million and 

twelve recipes on the internet. That someone takes the time to make my food. And then, 

http://www.southernfoodways.org


Virginia Willis |  

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

44 

traveling, it's wonderful because I get to see people that I've seen and met before with all 

these other books, right? So, when I go back to teach at Central Market in Texas, now I 

have the same sort of folks that come to the cooking classes. Yeah, it's nice. 

 

[01:04:01] 

Rien Fertel: Just a couple more questions. You married your agent, right? 

 

[01:04:06] 

Virginia Willis: We're not married, but yes, we're together, yeah. [Laughter] 

 

[01:04:09] 

Rien Fertel: How does that work? I mean, how does that work? How did y’all meet? 

 

[01:04:12] 

Virginia Willis: How does that work. So, Lisa and I—we met working together. So, it's really 

interesting. She has long been one of the top agents in the culinary book business, and so, 

when I wrote the proposal to Bon Appétit, Y'all, I sent it to her exclusively and said, “I'm 

sending this to you, and I'm giving you six weeks until I start shopping it, but you're the 

person who I'd like to be with.” And we, that was 2006. It takes two years, really, for a 

book to come out. Over the next couple years, we started becoming friends, and then she 

was actually married to a man and had never been in a relationship with a woman before. 

But long story short, we're together, and it's a great fit. [Laughter] We just support one 

another well, and I lift up and she lifts up, we lift each other up. And we're both in much 

better relationships that way. And it's going to be challenging, living and working 

together. Anyone that does that, living and working together can be hard. But yes. 

 

[01:05:26] 

Rien Fertel: So living—the theme of the past twelve months has been #MeToo, right? 

 

[01:05:34] 

Virginia Willis: Um-hmm. 
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[01:05:34] 

Rien Fertel: And a large part of that has been the revelation, you know, at least publicly, about 

the restaurant industry and how women are mistreated in the restaurant industry. Does 

that same thing happen—of course, it can happen on the level, I imagine, that it does in 

the restaurant industry because of the intimacy of the restaurant industry, but do you 

think the same thing happens in the book world or the cookbook world or on that sort of 

level? And not speaking to widespread abuse, but just inequity in all forms. 

 

[01:06:16] 

Virginia Willis: Yes. So, the first answer's yes. I've been in, definitely, situations that where 

there's been a #MeToo situation. I think that the greater piece to that, speaking more 

specifically to the cookbooks, would be wage inequity. I think wage inequity is probably 

one of the greater things. If you think about it, sort of step back for a second, the 

restaurant world is mostly men, and the cookbook world is mostly women. And so it 

winds up being this thing, and I've often pondered this. So, the James Beard Award is one 

of the highest accolades that anyone in the restaurant industry, or the cookbook industry, 

can attain. And yet, James Beard was not a restaurateur, right? He was a cookbook 

author. So, I don't know exactly what I'm saying with that, but I've noodled it and rolled it 

around in my head a lot. When does that become more serious, right? So I think that 

wage inequity is a problem that's just prevalent in every form of employment. I definitely 

think that there's a sort of a sexism. There's some cookbook authors that, frankly, aren't 

great cooks. There's some cookbooks authors—I think I'm a good cook, but I also have 

some restaurant experience—but there are plenty of cookbook authors now that sort of 

started out blogging, don't really have any training, but they could take beautiful pictures 

and have millions of fans. And good for them, right? Good for them. I want to be in a 

situation that that the work that I'm doing, whether I'm writing or cooking it, is I want to 

be able to have the respect of someone like Frank Stitt or the respect of someone like Ann 

Smith who lives down the block. That's where I want to position myself. 

 

[01:08:23] 
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Rien Fertel: So restaurateurs and home cooks. 

 

[01:08:26] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. Just good solid work that's right there in the middle, that can be respected 

by both very accomplished and less accomplished cooks. 

 

[01:08:35] 

Rien Fertel: If you were to think of your—one, two, three, four, your six books, right? 

 

[01:08:41] 

Virginia Willis: Um-hmm. 

 

[01:08:44] 

Rien Fertel: Is there a common theme throughout all of them, besides having some attachment 

to the South and being about the South? Is there something that you think your books do 

or say? Besides that you want them to appeal to restaurateurs and home cooks, but is 

there a—?  

 

[01:09:02] 

Virginia Willis: Well, the one thing that is consistently told to me is that people like reading my 

books because of the stories. And so, that was a little bit, perhaps, of the impetus for this 

most recent one, Secrets of the Southern Table, to include more stories about different 

people other than myself. And then, I don't know if it’s the theme, but I think this comes 

from my background with Nathalie and Anne and then Martha, but mostly, specifically, 

Nathalie—is my recipes work. Period. And there are a lot of cookbooks now, especially 

with restaurant chefs, that are packaged and there's a tester and there's a writer and there's 

a this and a that and the other. If the recipe is in my book, I have tested it. If the words are 

in my book, I have written it. So, not to say that someone else hasn't, but it doesn't make 

it in there unless it's passed through my hands. In fact, when I have someone else test it, 

it's usually to make sure I'm right. I'm not checking them; they're checking me, kind of 

thing. So, that's something I'm really proud of. 
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[01:10:14] 

Rien Fertel: Do you enjoy writing, do you enjoy it? 

 

[01:10:16] 

Virginia Willis: [Laughter] Depends. I think, like anybody who writes, when it's not coming, 

it's not any fun, is it? But I do like it. I do like—there's nothing more pleasing than 

writing a beautiful sentence. I mean, that can just be one of the most, like, word crafting 

and writing a beautiful paragraph that speaks to a time and a place or a memory. That's 

tremendous. 

 

[01:10:40] 

Rien Fertel: Do you have ideas, dreams, for future books? If you don't want to say anything— 

 

[01:10:53] 

Virginia Willis: Oh, no. 

 

[01:10:53] 

Rien Fertel: But if you have this kind of book in the stars that you want to write that you see, or 

have you written that book? 

 

[01:11:02] 

Virginia Willis: Gosh, I am really proud of this most recent one. To get as, I think, before we 

were talking on camera or microphone or whatever, being able to travel throughout the 

South with Angie was a gift of a lifetime. To be able to travel to eleven states over four 

seasons, to get to meet so many different people that both are in the book and things that 

are happening around us—getting to see that much of the South. Even being a Southerner 

that's lived, you know, in different places throughout the South, to really get to go on that 

exploration. So, there's not some book in the ether that I haven't written yet. As I've said, 

they're very personal to me. So, this is sort of what's percolated up most recently. And 

then, I guess whatever's in the ether just hasn't resonated enough yet. 
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[01:11:58] 

Rien Fertel: I think just one more question. How would you—maybe this is the hardest question 

of all, but how would you define Southern food beyond, you know, geographic 

boundaries? Is there something you think that unites food in Georgia and Louisiana and 

Kentucky? Because you just wrote this book. Is there something special about Southern 

food? Is there something that brings it all together? Or are we just used to calling this 

food that comes out of the South, Southern food? 

 

[01:12:40] 

Virginia Willis: I'll start with something that Sean [Brock] wrote in the forward, and I think it's 

really important to consider. Not going against what you're saying, but Southern food is 

really a misnomer, because the food of the South—Sean says, we don't really say 

European food, right? And the South covers one million square miles and a lot of 

different cultures and races. Obviously, the food of Texas is different from the food of 

Tennessee. I think, if there were to be one thing that would unite Southern food—and this 

is something I think we can't emphasize enough—we have a twelve-month growing 

season throughout much of the South. And that is just simply not what happens 

everywhere else in this country, especially. I think that, at its heart, the South is an 

agrarian cuisine. And I don't care if you're taking that collard greens and turning it into 

kimchi, or stewing it with a ham hock, or whatever it ends up being, right? I think that the 

one thing that would unite Southern food would be that we're an agrarian-based society.  

 

[01:13:53] 

Rien Fertel: I like that answer. 

 

[01:13:55] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah. [Laughter] It's true. 

 

[01:13:56] 
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Rien Fertel: And one more question. What is your go-to cookbook now or in the past? When 

you want to feel inspired when writing or designing your next cookbook or making new 

recipes, is there something you go to that you pull down the shelf? 

 

[01:14:25] 

Virginia Willis: Yeah, no. I have to say, I don't. What inspires me is eating. So even just this 

week, I was visiting some friends in Nashville—or, I had a book signing at Parnassus 

Books in Nashville. And I was staying with friends. And we were going out to dinner. I 

said, “Let me take y'all out to dinner.” And she said, “No.” And she asked me, “When 

was the last time that you had a home-cooked meal that you didn't cook?” And I couldn't 

remember. I was like, “Oh, my gosh, I don't know.” But anyway, they cooked grilled 

steaks and we had a grape salad and watermelon salad. And that grape salad was so 

delicious. And as I was eating it, I was, my brain was working. So, I don't go to 

inspiration in books, although I love looking at cookbooks and reading cookbooks and 

appreciate the design. When I'm getting inspiration for something in the kitchen, that's 

generally because it's something I've tasted. 

 

[01:15:12] 

Rien Fertel: Huh. So, when you taste that grape salad, what are you thinking? 

 

[01:15:16] 

Virginia Willis: So, this— 

 

[01:15:18] 

Rien Fertel: Do you want to recreate it next week, do you want to riff on it? 

 

[01:15:22] 

Virginia Willis: I want to riff on it. So, this was a grape salad and it was with curry, which I 

thought was interesting, because it also had Marcona almonds, which made it seem 

Spanish. So, taking that and I was thinking, “How can I make this more—?” First of all, 

the curry was a bit disturbing, right? But what I wanted to do instead was to think about 

http://www.southernfoodways.org


Virginia Willis |  

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

50 

what seasonings that might make sense, like with cumin or coriander would be nice with 

that? But the grapes were nice and cooling. And then Marcona almonds, that’s great, but I 

bet that would be fun with peanuts. You know? I don't know, it's not like how to 

Southernize it, but in a way. I feel like they're from my work. This book has been a bit of 

a change, because I am breaking off that sort of Southern, only Southern traditional 

foods, but in my work, I don't think anyone would want to buy a book about Japanese 

cooking but Virginia Willis. I've been doing this a long time. I can cook Japanese food 

and eat it, but if someone wants to buy my book, it's because it's a recipe that they know 

they can trust and it's going to have this Southern twist to it. 

 

[01:16:27] 

Rien Fertel: Yeah. Good. Well, I want to thank you for this talk. 

 

[01:16:30] 

Virginia Willis: Oh, my gosh. Thank you so much. 

 

[01:16:33] 

Rien Fertel: Thank you. It was fun. 

 

[01:16:32] 

Virginia Willis: This has been great. 

	

[End of interview] 
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