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[Begin Nathalie Dupree Interview] 

 

00:00:01 

Rien Fertel:  Okay this is Rien Fertel with the Southern Foodways Alliance. It is Tuesday, June 

5th at 2:45 in the afternoon and I am in Charleston, South Carolina at the home of Nathalie 

Dupree. I’m going to have her introduce herself, please. 

 

00:00:19 

Nathalie Dupree:  I’m Nathalie Dupree and the first thing I was asked was to give my birth 

date. I’m tempted seriously to lie but I never have lied about my age, so I was born on December 

23rd, two days before Christmas, which is why I’m called Nathalie, meaning natal child, by my 

Christian parents, and then Dupree is my favorite former husband’s last name. And then I was 

born December 23, 1939. 

 

00:01:02 

RF:  Okay. 

 

00:01:03 

ND:  I was pre-baby boomer.  

 

00:01:06 

RF:  Right. What last name were you originally born with? 

 

00:01:11 
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ND:  Originally I was born with Nathalie. I was originally Nathalie Evelyn Meyer. And then I 

became Nathalie—Nan was my nickname. So then when I first ran for office I was Nathalie 

“Nan” Meyer-Dodd because that was my first husband’s name. And then I became Dodd-

Dupree, and then I became Dodd-Dupree-Bass. 

 

00:01:39 

RF:  Okay. But you’ve gone as Nathalie Dupree the whole time, okay. 

 

00:01:43 

ND:  Well after my favorite former husband, I’m mostly Nathalie Dupree except for some 

government documents because in a fit of madness on the beach in Jamaica I agreed to take 

Jack’s name.  

 

00:02:01 

RF:  Okay. Well, I’d like to start by asking about really kind of discovering the world you grew 

up in and were born in. Can you tell me about your parents? 

 

00:02:12 

ND:  Yeah; my parents were married during the Depression. They met at a CCC Camp, where 

my father was a non-commissioned officer becoming an officer—I believe that’s the time period. 

And my mother went to become a secretary, and they met. They were not supposed to get 

married because at the time two people that were married could not work. 

00:02:46 

 But they snuck away and did it and then ultimately got caught.  
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00:02:53 

RF:  Where were they born? 

 

00:02:54 

ND:  My mother was born in Minnesota, but her father was shot by a hired man when she was 

five and her sister was six or seven. And so that meant her father was dead and her mother had to 

sell the farm and so forth. And so her parents were cousins—or second cousins, whatever—and 

so then they moved to Chicago. And then she married my father. And I really don’t know where 

that CCC Camp was.  

00:03:42 

 And my father was also first generation, and he was from New Jersey, right across from 

New York City. And his father was a union publisher and the person that really instilled me with 

the importance of civil rights when I was about ten. 

 

00:04:15 

RF:  Your father? 

 

00:04:15 

ND:  No, my grandfather. 

 

00:04:16 

RF:  Your grandfather. How did that manifest? What would he say? 

 

00:04:18 
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ND:  Well, he came to see me and my mother and my sister after my parents were divorced. And 

he took off from Washington, where we were living. I grew up mostly in Virginia. But he came 

at that time to Virginia and took a bus down to Louisiana and back up again because he wanted 

to see what was true for himself about segregation. And he came back from that trip, and it was 

probably 1950, and he was really—because I was around ten—he was really shaken and 

distressed to see that people couldn’t get anything to eat, and you couldn’t even buy them 

something to eat. And to see that they couldn’t go to the bathroom unless they went outside in 

the road somewhere or snuck away to go out in the roads, and because they weren't allowed in 

restrooms and he just impressed on me how really terrible that was. 

00:05:39 

 And before that I really wasn’t aware of it, I don’t think, very much. It’s not the kinds of 

things that kids really know and if you live in a white development and the only people that you 

see that are African American are workers of some sort, you just don’t realize they can't drink 

there or whatever or go to the bathroom.  

00:06:05 

 So anyway he took us for a walk in the woods and told us all this, and I remember the 

walk very vividly. And I remember that he just made it very clear that our lives were not to be—

to set ourselves apart from other people and that this was evil. He was a wonderful man, very 

handsome, and grey beard, very tidy, and Germanic. I’ve tried to find out more about him as a 

publisher and as a union printer, but everything I’ve found says that the Germans—I’ve always 

wanted to see, [Laughs] well, am I Jewish, because I do look that way more than Jack does. But 

there was a whole—a big number of German printers and publishers at that time that he came 

over. So anyway, so I didn’t ever get myself satisfied with that. 
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00:07:31 

RF:  When you say you grew up in Virginia, where in Virginia? 

 

00:07:36 

ND:  I grew up in Alexandria and Arlington. They were very different than what they are now. 

Where I lived was pretty rural. We were surrounded by woods and in an apartment building. My 

father was in the Army. He ultimately became a Colonel in the Army. And so— 

 

00:08:04 

RF:  Did he fight in the War, too? 

 

00:08:05 

ND:  No, because he by then had family, but he was in finance. He reported to General 

MacArthur and—I’m sorry, Patton, General Patton. And he drank too much and [Laughs] Patton 

told him to become an officer and encouraged him to become a finance officer. So that’s what he 

did; so then finance officers didn’t go to war very much. 

 

00:08:42 

RF:  Right. Did he stay in the military? 

 

00:08:45 

ND:  He did until, I don’t know, maybe my third—until maybe 1960, whatever, yeah. 

 

00:08:58 

RF:  Okay. 
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00:08:59 

ND:  Yeah, thirty years, I guess it was. And then he retired and became a banker and then 

retired. He didn’t get along very well with people either.  

 

00:09:16 

RF:  And your mom was she a—? 

 

00:09:20 

ND:  Well, after my parents got divorced, my brother was in the hospital with nephrosis when 

my father left, and so we had a rough patch there because she had to leave every day to go see 

my brother in the hospital. And then after he got well—my mother was a Christian Scientist, so 

when she brought him home from the hospital, she brought him home because if he was going to 

die then she wanted him at home. And instead he lived, which I now understand is pretty not 

common but not uncommon with children with nephrosis. They just have a higher rate of just 

having a spontaneous sort of situation where they live rather than die. 

00:10:26 

 But she brought him home. And so then my sister and I really had to take care of my 

brother, and my mother then went back—she was a lot like her mother, a very strong women, not 

as strong emotionally, but anyway—she went back and went to secretarial school, learned 

stenography, and did that and helped support us. 

 

00:11:04 

RF:  Were you the oldest of the—? 
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00:11:06 

ND:  No, I’m the middle girl. I’m the middle child.  

 

00:11:09 

RF:  Growing up— 

 

00:11:09 

ND:  I’m always trying to get everybody to reach consensus. 

 

00:11:15 

RF:  Growing up and living in Virginia did you ever feel Southern? Did you identify as a 

Southerner? 

 

00:11:22 

ND:  Yeah, we did, and we had Southern neighbors. There really was a Southern core in the 

army. And your family moved in that and those are the people that you knew. And my father, 

because of being in finance, I guess, and moving to Virginia right when I was maybe six—five 

and a half or six, it was after I had started first grade, but not for very long in Ohio—then he was 

at the Pentagon for many years. And so that got him into that—it’s just kind of like Southern 

writers. I mean Southerners stick together. 

00:12:13 

 And so he was part of the people that were in the Southern army that kind of moved 

around together.  
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00:12:22 

RF:  Were you a good student? Did you like high school? 

 

00:12:26 

ND:  I liked high school. I liked school. I really did like school. My life was so tumultuous. My 

home life was so tumultuous that I would have to say—I think in grade school I did very well, all 

As or whatever. And but I never did very well in languages. And that’s why I wound up running 

a restaurant in Majorca. 

 

00:12:57 

RF:  Well, let’s get there. 

 

00:12:58 

ND:  I get punished. 

 

00:12:59 

RF:  When did you start cooking? Were you cooking at a young age? 

 

00:13:05 

ND:  Okay, well we did cook for my mother, for the family, sort of, but—. My mother was a 

good cook before my father left. But after that it was all she could do to get to work on the bus, 

and get home on the bus, and we had TV dinners and chicken pot-pies and things like that. 

 

00:13:35 
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RF:  Do you have a fondness for those dinners, or do you think they’re—? 

 

00:13:40 

ND:  No, no. 

 

00:13:41 

RF:  Gladly gone? 

 

00:13:42 

ND:  No, I don’t have a fondness for them. It has been you know maybe fifty years since I had 

either chicken pot-pie or a TV dinner, so no. [Laughs] Maybe sixty. Anyway, I had one book 

when I was married to my first husband that suggested—I think it was I Hate to Cook by Peg 

Bracken—and she recommended putting sour cream on top of frozen pot-pies—I guess they 

were defrosted—but on pot-pies to kind of spruce them up. 

 

00:14:20 

RF:  Before you put them in the oven? 

 

00:14:21 

ND:  Yeah, to make a little hole in the center and add some sherry or something like that, and 

then cover it with sour cream and put it in the oven.  

 

00:14:36 

RF:  So were you—? 
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00:14:38 

ND:  So, I did try that; it was not a good recipe. [Laughs] 

 

00:14:42 

RF:  Is that the first type of cooking you were doing—? 

 

00:14:45 

ND:  Yeah, yeah, yeah.  

 

00:14:47 

RF:  Okay. When did you start doing quote-unquote recipe cooking? 

 

00:14:51 

ND:  Well, yes and no. When I was a sophomore in college I went up to Massachusetts with a 

roommate of mine—a suite mate—and worked—sort of took summer courses but didn’t really 

finish because first I worked in a mental hospital and then I worked at Mass General. And— 

 

00:15:24 

RF:  And where were you in college? 

 

00:15:25 

ND:  I went my freshman year to Texas Western, which was Texas School of Mines and now it’s 

called UTEP. 
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00:15:36 

RF:  Why did you end up far away? 

 

00:15:37 

ND:  Because my father was stationed there. 

 

00:15:40 

RF:  Oh, okay; okay. 

 

00:15:41 

ND:  Yeah. Yeah, my father was stationed there and that was the only way I could afford to go to 

college. I had been accepted to a Virginia girls’ school and my friend, who just had a birthday on 

Facebook the other day, said, “You just can't do that. Your mother won’t—.” She was still 

getting the alimony. But she said, “Your mother won't be able to send you money regularly. 

You’ll always be expecting money that doesn’t come.”  

00:16:10 

 So she picked up the phone and called my father, who I hadn't talked to in a while, and 

asked if I could—put me on the phone and made me ask if I could come there to go to college. 

And he said, yes, so— 

 

00:16:27 

RF:  And so you went to Massachusetts during the summer— 

 

00:16:33 
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ND:  Well no, after my freshman year I came back and went to GW, and then the middle of that 

year I got all incompletes; I was really at sea in George Washington. It was so big. And so I was 

working forty hours a week and giving blood to pay for school. It was just incrementally more 

expensive. 

00:17:03 

 So then I went that summer to Massachusetts with my roommate and my suite mate, and 

I lived with my suite mate and worked at McLean Mental Hospital, the highlight of which was 

meeting a few famous poets [Laughs]— 

 

00:17:32 

RF:  That were—? 

 

00:17:33 

ND:  Yeah, and then— 

 

00:17:34 

RF:  Can you name them, or do you not—? 

 

00:17:36 

ND:  Yeah, let’s see. Gosh, I’m blanking on his name. I want to say Eliot—I’ll come back to it. 

I’ll remember it. But anyway he said, “I’m the Messiah. Who the hell are you?” Which I 

remember. 

 

00:18:01 
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RF:  Did you want to go into medicine? Were you planning on studying? 

 

00:18:05 

ND:  No, but it was certainly the easiest way to get back at my mother for being a Christian 

Scientist. If you want to goose your parents you do the opposite; yeah. So but that didn’t last 

very long. 

 

00:18:21 

RF:  Yeah. 

 

00:18:22 

ND:  But I did work at George Washington Medical School and then I worked at Mass General 

and then I worked at McLean and then I worked at Mass General. 

 

00:18:37 

RF:  Okay, and so did you finish at GW, or did—? 

 

00:18:40 

ND:  No. I left there. I had mono. I just wasn’t doing well, so I left. And when I was up in 

Massachusetts I was living in an international student house, and there was a cook there for the 

whole house, and we all had a chore. And my chore was to forward the mail.  

 

00:19:16 

RF:  That’s a simple chore, right? 
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00:19:17 

ND:  Well, I really don’t like forwarding the mail. I did write a lot of long letters, at one point, to 

my girlfriends, and that, by and large, I would just do what my mother did, which is to get letters 

and put them in a drawer. And so the two Mormon boys came back from their ministry and 

found they had to show up for the draft the next day. Nobody in the house was happy with me. 

This was 1968, I guess, or [196]9, and so they took me off that duty. And so they said the cook is 

going to take a couple of weeks off for an operation, do you want to take over cooking? And I 

could write my own hours because I was doing research at Mass General. 

00:20:22 

 So I said, “Yeah, I can get home soon enough.” So that’s really when I got into cooking. 

And so I cooked every day for eighteen, twenty people, and had no idea what I was doing 

because cooking for quantity and cooking for family are two different things, and I made a lot of 

mistakes and learned to fix them. I mean if you have seventeen or eighteen people that you have 

to feed, you just figure out how to make things work or you don’t do it anymore. 

 

00:21:01 

RF:  Did you have a recipe book? 

 

00:21:03 

ND:  No, there was sort of one there, I guess, an old Betty Crocker or something. But remember 

the first recipe I got was from the newspaper and that was tuna casserole. And I multiplied it by 

three, and I learned not to do that. Don’t ever multiply by an uneven number because you’re 

writing it out on a small piece of paper and you can't read it and you don’t remember what you 
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did and all that. And so that was a serious mistake. Anyway, I wound up with a layer of grease 

and a layer of globby stuff and—. So I stirred it and I skimmed off the grease. Don’t ever 

multiply the basis for a recipe in fat. 

00:22:13 

 Like if someone says three tablespoons of fat usually it’ll cook the same amount of 

onions as twelve. So then you wind up with more or whatever—the wrong things. So, and then 

the body of the recipe doesn’t say stir until it comes to a boil. It says stir three minutes. And it 

takes a long longer than that to get things hot when you multiply it by three. 

00:22:45 

 So anyway I skimmed everything off and I made toast real fast and I called it tuna fish à 

la King, added some green peas and that was it. [Laughs] 

 

00:22:59 

RF:  Did you feel an immediate connection to cooking for people? 

 

00:23:04 

ND:  I did, I did. And at the end of it I told my mother that I wanted to be a cook. And she said—

and I tell this a lot that she said, “Well, Nathalie ladies don’t cook. I’ve worked so hard just 

getting you all to the point where you’re ladies.” [Laughs] Don’t do that to me.” And it was 

really the only thing she ever asked of me, in that sense. And so— 

 

00:23:35 

RF:  To not do this? 
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00:23:35 

ND:  Yeah. But she said see if you can find any lady, not someone slinging hash, but any lady in 

a restaurant.  

 

00:23:51 

RF:  Not going to happen? 

 

00:23:53 

ND:  I looked. Uh-uh, not in Boston, not in Cambridge. And then I left Cambridge—my sister 

was getting a divorce, and so I came home to be with her, because she asked me to be. And so I 

left Massachusetts and I think I didn’t know a woman, a lady, that was cooking in a restaurant 

until after I was in Majorca. I knew some that ran the front of the house and I might have gone to 

some Mama Mia Italian restaurants and some family restaurants, but I didn’t know, certainly, a 

woman in fine dining—I don’t know—maybe [19]70, [19]71. 

 

00:24:54 

RF:  Yeah. Well, that era, that generation, what do you think your mom wanted you to do? What 

did she have in mind? 

 

00:25:03 

ND:  Get married. [Laughs] You were supposed to get married by your sophomore year.  

 

00:25:10 

RF:  Did you purposefully push back against getting married early, or—? 
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00:25:15 

ND:  There was something in Gail Sheehy’s book, where she said—Passages—where she said 

young women moved all over just to avoid getting married, that some women did that. And 

that’s clearly what I did. I didn’t say it because I thought I wanted to get married because that’s 

what I had been brought up to do. But the reality is you could only teach, be a secretary, or be a 

nurse, and I had already ruled out the medical, so it was teaching or—. 

 

00:25:57 

RF:  Yeah. Were you a big reader then? Were you reading? 

 

00:26:02 

ND:  Yeah. 

 

00:26:02 

RF:  And were you reading women? I know feminist literature was just about to take off— 

 

00:26:08 

ND:  I read Little Women—no, not in 1970, it was a ways away. I did ultimately get into things 

like Passages but that was later. Actually, when I married my favorite former husband in 1969, 

shortly after I got married I went to my first consciousness-raising session and that was the first 

that I knew of, and it was in New York, which is usually ahead of things, so that was [19]69. 

00:26:45 
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 And when I came home and asked my husband to open the ketchup bottle I kind of 

realized that I had to think about this movement a little bit more and what the relationship was. 

But I never burned my bra. I never did any of those things, but I did start paying attention. 

00:27:13 

 And my mother had always been cynical and said it’s a man’s world, and men wear the 

pants, and all those kinds of things, so—. 

 

00:27:25 

RF:  So how— 

 

00:27:26 

ND:  You probably never heard that before. 

 

00:27:28 

RF:  [Laughs] 

 

00:27:28 

ND:  Men wear the pants? 

 

00:27:30 

RF:  Oh, of course; yeah.  

 

00:27:32 

ND:  It’s still around? 
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00:27:33 

RF:  Still around.  

 

00:27:34 

ND:  They still do. 

 

00:27:35 

RF:  Yeah. How did you end up in Europe? When did you go to Europe? 

 

00:27:39 

ND:  Well my favorite former husband and I—I had every kind of job imaginable between the 

time that I left Boston and married my favorite former husband, David. And I really wasn’t good 

at any of them, but I was a copyrighter, I was a Girl Friday, and my husband says I’m the worst 

secretary ever. And, oh God, I just don’t know, I had so many jobs. And I never had any trouble 

getting a job, I just hated everything I did. Except I liked copyrighting a little bit; I liked doing 

press releases a little, but I didn’t like making up adjectives for dresses.  

00:28:38 

 So by then I was living in New York when I met my favorite former husband, and he was 

working for a train company—there was always some question about the shadiness of this 

particular transportation company—maybe it was boxcars or something. But anyway so he was 

looking for another job. And we went down to his office and wrote a letter. There was an ad 

saying, wanted: bright MBA from Wharton or Harvard who wants to live in London. So he just 

wrote them back and said, “I’m a bright young MBA and I want to live in London.” [Laughs] 

And he got the job and we moved there. 
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00:29:43 

 So that was how. And then when I was looking for a place to live, a girl, also still on 

Facebook, told me—I met her looking for someplace, we sat on a door stoop together while we 

waited for the real estate man—and she said she was going to go to the Cordon Bleu the next 

day. And I said, “What is that?” I had never heard of a cooking school. And so she told me. And 

so I showed up and she didn’t. 

 

00:30:16 

RF:  Really? 

 

00:30:17 

ND:  Yeah. 

 

00:30:17 

RF:  And do you remember what you cooked that first day? 

 

00:30:19 

ND:  At the Cordon Bleu? Absolutely, I know because I went home and tried to cook it. It was 

puff pastry—do you have any culinary training? 

 

00:30:30 

RF:  Well, I went to a cooking school for about two months; it was a short one. But my long-

time girlfriend is a pastry chef, so that’s how I know about— 

 

00:30:39 
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ND:  Okay. So it was homemade puff pastry. 

 

00:30:42 

RF:  So a mess.  

 

00:30:44 

ND:  Wrapped around a lamb chop, with a sauce chasseur.  

 

00:30:49 

RF:  Okay. 

 

00:30:49 

ND:  And I just didn’t realize that they had ten people running the pastry back and forth for the 

turns, and I just didn’t get it. And I went home, and the brown sauce was on the floor and the 

pastry was on the ceiling. I had called people to come for dinner. We went to the shops and 

bought the butter. I just didn’t get it, and so I was so mad because I had always been a good cook 

from cookbooks. And we did get cookbooks from the library at the house, 

00:31:31 

 at the International Student House. So anyway, I just sort of decided that I was so mad I 

was going to go back and sign up for classes. I was furious that I couldn’t make anything, I 

couldn’t make this—just without realizing that I was trying to start with the most difficult pastry 

and that even in London it was hot. And I tried to teach my cousin who had moved to London 

puff pastry, and I just remember the pastry melting.  

00:32:06  
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 But anyway, so I signed up not to be a lady. I signed up for six courses, or twelve 

courses, and then I decided I didn’t want to be a lady.  

 

00:32:18 

RF:  What was the makeup of the courses? Was it mostly women? 

 

00:32:21 

ND:  Yes, all women.  

 

00:32:22 

RF:  All women, okay. 

 

00:32:23 

ND:  There may have been—I think they talked about having a man or two there but I never saw 

one.  

 

00:32:30 

RF:  Was the chef a man, the teacher? 

 

00:32:31 

ND:  No. 

 

00:32:32 

RF:  That was a woman, too, okay. 
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00:32:34 

ND:  Always a woman. 

 

00:32:34 

RF:  So you take the courses, and does it affect what you do in the kitchen? 

 

00:32:39 

ND:  Absolutely. I loved it. I came home every night and cooked, that was it. I knew that I had to 

do something in there and that I just had to learn.  

 

00:32:53 

RF:  And how long were you in London? Were the two of you in London? 

 

00:32:56 

ND:  Almost two years. And then that’s when we moved to Spain for a tax—to stay out for a 

certain period of time so we wouldn’t have to pay dual taxes. And then when I was there 

someone came up to me in a swimming pool and asked me to take over at this finca, cooking at 

this finca because the chef had just quit. 

 

00:33:18 

RF:  And what’s a finca? 

 

00:33:20 

ND:  It’s where they make olives, and it housed an olive press, kind of a ranch house, but it was 

a hotel and restaurant. 
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00:33:30 

RF:  Oh, it was a hotel— 

 

00:33:31 

ND:  Restaurant; yeah. 

 

00:33:31 

RF:  So tourists would eat—? 

 

00:33:33 

ND:  Not really; it had a couple of rooms. I don’t know; it was owned by some junior leaguers 

and they had some rooms outside, and we lived in them, and they had some rooms in the house, 

but I never even went upstairs in the finca. And so I just took what I knew and started cooking 

again.  

 

00:34:01 

RF:  And was it Spanish food? What was the menu? 

 

00:34:05 

ND:  Well, it was nothing. [Laughs] 

 

00:34:10 

RF:  It was continental? 
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00:34:11 

ND:  If I would eat something then I would see if I could figure out how to cook it or get 

someone to tell me. And so I would maybe serve a paella or fish, and then a lot of it was what I 

later called “New Southern Cooking.” It was taking the ingredients that we had in Spain, which 

were different than what we had in London. They were the same but different because they were 

fresh, and we would just walk by a tree and pick a fig, and there were three or four gardeners on 

the place. And so I would just sort of take something I knew. I had one book, which was Michael 

Field’s book, and so I cooked from that and I had the small Cordon Bleu paperback. So I made 

crepes filled with seafood and curry powder. And I made mussels marinara and cut steaks out of 

a beef tenderloin that was bigger than you are [Laughs] and must have come from a bull that 

someone killed in the arena. [Laughs] 

 

00:35:47 

RF:  The chef before you at that restaurant was it a man? 

 

00:35:54 

ND:  It was a man, a Frenchman, and he left because he couldn’t get girls.  

 

00:35:58 

RF:  And the clientele who would eat there, were they open to having one, a woman, and two, a 

foreigner? 

 

00:36:07 

ND:  They didn’t know it was a woman. 
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00:36:10 

RF:  Why didn’t they know, or how did you—? 

 

00:36:14 

ND:  Nobody told them. 

 

00:36:16 

RF:  So you’re in the kitchen? 

 

00:36:18 

ND:  I’m in the kitchen. I was not going around to tables or anything. 

 

00:36:22 

RF:  Right, right, right. 

 

00:36:23 

ND:  And the maître d' and I—he was Catalan so he had a lot of hubris. He would remind you 

of—he would strut the way a castanet dancer would dance, strut like this, [Gestures] and we 

would have fights. Once I threw some potatoes at him, and he took all my figs off the table 

because he said they were pig food and threw them away. We just had those real cultural things. 

00:37:07 

 Anyway, we didn’t get along very well, but my favorite former husband was there and he 

was the bookkeeper. I made $50 a week. I think he made maybe $5—I don’t know, something—

he made an hourly rate. 
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00:37:26 

RF:  And did you get to stay for free? 

 

00:37:27 

ND:  And then we stayed for free, yeah. 

 

00:37:29 

RF:  How long were you there? 

 

00:37:31 

ND:  The dollar was really strong then, too. Hmm? 

 

00:37:33 

RF:  How long did you stay? 

 

00:37:34 

ND:  The rest of the season. It was like three, four months. And then my favorite former 

husband’s family came over, and we traveled with them and moved back to Georgia, which is 

where my father was. We didn’t talk, but he was there. And so we moved to Georgia and started 

a restaurant. I ran a paper route to earn enough money for the restaurant. We rented a building on 

fifteen acres that my favorite former husband’s stepmother owned. And so we did that: he did 

antiques and I did the restaurant. And he and my brother built the restaurant themselves, and they 

went out and got railroad ties, and we took down old cabins and put the wood on the side on the 
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ceiling and on the wherever, and then we took mattress ticking and turned it inside out and made 

the striped walls. 

 

00:38:56 

RF:  How many people could it seat? 

 

00:38:58 

ND:  Well, it grew. First it was in a small room, smaller than this that probably sat fifteen or 

twenty. And then once my husband got the whole rest of the place built out, probably fifty or 

sixty. And I had two country women that were white that started working for me. And we lived 

in a trailer in front of the restaurant because we didn’t want to spend any money. We were living 

on my paper route money because the bank wouldn’t let us spend any of the money we borrowed 

on a restaurant because it wouldn’t work. So we could only spend that on antiques.  

00:39:49 

 So we were living in this office trailer that we put a bathtub in somehow and— 

 

00:40:04 

RF:  Was it as bohemian—? 

 

00:40:05 

ND:  One of the cooks came up and would throw rocks at the window from her trailer. She lived 

in the trailer down below and she would throw rocks at the window to get me up. And we would 

go cook in the cool of the morning because we didn’t have air-conditioning which was not very 

smart. But we did ultimately get air-conditioning in the kitchen. 
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00:40:30 

RF:  Was it—? [Loud crash.] 

 

00:40:30 

ND:  That’s my ball for my foot, Kitty. What time is it? 

 

00:40:34 

RF:  It is— 

 

00:40:37 

ND:  Time for kitty to have her treat. [Laughs.] 

 

00:40:39 

RF:  Three-thirty.  

 

00:40:41 

ND:  That’s the outside edge of treat time. I forgot you kitty. Now she’s ignoring me. Sure you 

don’t need anything to eat or drink? 

 

00:40:59 

RF:  I have my water. I’m good, thank you.  

 

00:41:03 

ND:  So— 
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00:41:06 

RF:  So was it as bohemian as it sounds, this restaurant? 

 

00:41:09 

ND:  No, it wasn’t. I mean we served on tablecloths and—well, there’s a picture of it. There’s a 

painting of it that was—I’ll show you. [Off Mic] No, you have to come see. 

00:41:43 

 There it was. 

 

00:41:46 

RF:  Ahh, okay.  

 

00:41:49 

ND:  David liked building those little areas. He liked building; he should have been an architect. 

And we served on the tile and we served on the tables. That table that’s right there is this one 

right here.  

 

00:42:08 

RF:  And what was the name of restaurant, and where was it? 

 

00:42:10 

ND:  It started out as Mount Pleasant Village because it was at Mount Pleasant Village, which 

was an estate that was broken up. And then it became Nathalie’s Mount Pleasant Village, and 

then it became Nathalie’s. 
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00:42:22 

RF:  Okay.  

 

00:42:39 

ND:  It was not a funky place. It was as nice as a country restaurant could be, but we only did 

one or two menus at a time because I was out in the country. It was fifteen—[Phone Rings]—it 

was fifteen acres, fifty miles from—. [Answers Phone] 

 

00:43:22 

RF:  And the food was it also continental cuisine? 

 

00:43:26 

ND:  Well, we grew a lot of our own, and the neighbors would bring us whatever they had 

excess. And it was really using—I wouldn’t say that what I did in Spain was continental either. It 

was just sort of cooking what I had, starting with some sort of—once again I was multiplying up 

and doing things I didn’t know. And there was so much I didn’t know. I didn’t know what I 

didn’t know. I didn’t know you could make crepes in advance.  

 

00:44:03 

RF:  How far was it from Atlanta? 

 

00:44:05 
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ND:  Oh that—well, by the time I got there I did know that because I had learned that in Spain. It 

was fifty miles from Atlanta, Social Circle, Georgia, it’s midway between Covington and Social 

Circle, across from the Tri-County Cattle Auction Barn, down from the world’s largest rural bus 

station.  

 

00:44:26 

RF:  [Laughs.] So today it sounds like it would be a destination restaurant. Was it then? 

 

00:44:30 

ND:  Absolutely. 

 

00:44:32 

RF:  Okay, how did you build a base of customers? Was it word of mouth? 

 

00:44:38 

ND:  I did try to get some PR. And I did get an article in the CDC magazine and I got an article 

in the Delta magazine and I got an article in the Atlanta Journal Constitution. And so those kind 

of got us kicked off. 

 

00:45:02 

RF:  Okay. 

 

00:45:02 
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ND:  And we didn’t make a lot of money but we didn’t lose any money.  And we liked—I liked 

what we did. Ultimately, someone came and asked me to start Rich’s Cooking School. 

 

00:45:23 

RF:  In the city? 

 

00:45:24 

ND:  In Atlanta. So then, ultimately, I started commuting to Atlanta to start the cooking school, 

and my favorite former-husband took over the restaurant, with the two women that I had trained, 

and ran it into the ground. He didn’t know anything about cooking. And we got a divorce, and so 

I moved to Atlanta. 

 

00:45:52 

RF:  What year was that, that you started the cooking school? 

 

00:45:55 

ND:  I started the cooking school in [19]72, or it must have been [19]73, [19]74, I don’t know, 

because for a while there I ran the restaurant and did the cooking school and just did the 

restaurant on weekends. And the first person that called got to order the meal that everybody else 

had to eat. And when they called I’d say, “Well, what we’ve got is this,” and they would come or 

not. Sometimes we would defrost a steak, this is before microwaves. 

 

00:46:33 
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RF:  Yeah. So I know you take a lot of pride in the number of people you taught at that cooking 

school and the careers that they went on and did. When did the cooking school really take off? 

Was it a hit— 

 

00:46:47 

ND:  Right away.  

 

00:46:48 

RF:  —immediately? 

 

00:46:48 

ND:  Yeah, right away, because Rich’s was a big department store, well, like Macy’s. And 

special events was a big deal for them and they wanted this to be their—to bring something the 

people into downtown, to save the downtown. And so they pumped a lot of ad money in, and, 

really, people still remember those ads and me from that cooking school. And once again, I 

didn’t know what I didn’t know [Laughs]. I had never run a cooking school. I had taught a little 

bit of cooking out at the restaurant, and so some of the people that I taught there quit their jobs 

and came to work for me in the restaurant. 

 

00:47:49 

RF:  Did you enjoy teaching? 

 

00:47:51 

ND:  I loved teaching. 
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00:47:53 

RF:  What did you love about it? 

 

00:47:54 

ND:  I loved all of it. I love it all. I loved every bit of teaching. I loved seeing people get it. And I 

loved making life easier for people and seeing—. Oh, it was just fascinating; I loved every bit of 

it. I loved the restaurant but my main love was teaching and still is. Yeah, I just always feel very 

happy at teaching someone something and seeing them get it.  

 

00:48:38 

RF:  And with the recipes, did a lot of the recipes and classes, were they southern in bent? Were 

you doing biscuits and—? 

 

00:48:48 

ND:  Yeah, we did some of that and that was how I met White Lily that sponsored my TV show, 

because I was sort of the first person that wrote about the difference in Southern flour and its 

gluten content. And that was because I knew it was different because I knew it was different, 

because Kate and Grace, the two helpers, would tell me that, and I really began to understand 

that it was different. 

00:49:20 

 But then Shirley Corriher, who’s written some books on science, The Science of Cooking, 

was at one of some classes with me when Jimmy Carter was elected. When he won the 

nomination we had a cooking contest and Shirley won it. So then she would figure out why 
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people had questions that nobody could get answered then, like, “Why is this flour different?” 

And so then she would look at the thing and where she would see that the protein content on the 

side of the package showed a relationship to the amount of gluten that was in it, and I’m not 

talking girls-afraid-of-it gluten, I’m just talking about the strands. And so that’s how I 

understood then how it was different. 

00:50:28 

 And so she was a student of mine and then worked for me for three or four years. And 

then we all encouraged her to start teaching the science of cooking. 

 

00:50:41 

RF:  Wow. 

 

00:50:41 

ND:  So— 

 

00:50:42 

RF:  And how long did you do classes there? 

 

00:50:46 

ND:  About ten years. 

 

00:50:47 

RF:  Wow. 

 

00:50:48 
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ND:  Little short of ten years. 

 

00:50:50 

RF:  Okay, and that’s when the TV and the book career started? What came first the TV show or 

your first book? 

 

00:50:57 

ND:  Well, I did my first book at Rich’s. I was doing a TV show regularly called PM Magazine. 

And then I did a small little book that was supposed to be like a guide to the recipes that I was 

teaching, so I wouldn’t have to keep doing menus. So it wasn’t very auspicious. [Laughs] 

 

00:51:32 

RF:  I’ve never seen a copy of this. I’ll have to take a picture. 

 

00:51:32 

ND:  No, you can have that.  

 

00:51:34 

RF:  Are you sure? You have a bunch? 

 

00:51:37 

ND:  I have them, yeah. 

 

00:51:40 

RF:  Oh, wow. 
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00:51:40 

ND:  Because then I wrote another book with a woman named Irena Chalmers. 

 

00:51:49 

RF:  That was called Cooking of the South, right. 

 

00:51:50 

ND: Yeah, you’ve seen that? 

 

00:51:51 

RF:  I have never seen it but I know it exists. I didn’t know this exists. 

 

00:51:54 

ND:  Yeah, that was Cooking of the South. And so let’s see if I can show you—but anyway there 

was this one that came after that, and then came New Southern Cooking.  

 

00:52:13 

RF:  So you’re doing some television? 

 

00:52:16 

ND:  I was doing local television and then—so that was the progression. And so then White Lily, 

because I had written the first articles on the difference in wheat and for—. It was amazing to 

think that—I guess they knew it in food labs, obviously, but at that time they were even selling 

different flours to different regions of the United States. Like if you moved from the North to the 
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South you wouldn’t know why your recipes didn’t work. And Pillsbury would try to meet in the 

middle but then every once in a while, I don’t know, they would send a different kind of a flour 

to a state or something. And then ultimately they leveled out too. 

00:53:19  

 But so then White Lily came to meet me, because here was this weird woman that was 

writing about their product and got it, and so then we got to be friends. And then they came to 

me to do a public television show.  

 

00:53:41 

RF:  Did they train you, did they want to train you, or did they just put you on a set? 

 

00:53:49 

ND:  Oh, well I couldn’t even find anyone willing to produce the show.  

 

00:53:53 

RF:  Oh, they just said— 

 

00:53:53 

ND:  Even though I had money. 

 

00:53:54 

RF:  —we have money? [Laughs] They just gave you money? 

 

00:53:57 
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ND:  They gave me money to let me do it. We sat down and made some parameters of things 

that we both wanted. One was to do recipes that were doable by the average home cook. That’s 

when Julia was on television and she made food very accessible. But I wasn’t going to be Julia 

and knew it. It wasn’t even the way I felt about food. 

00:54:25 

 And although I certainly knew French cooking. And then we wanted meals to be 

affordable. So we decided to have only one or two meals in a series that was expensive, and then 

the rest would be affordable. And then we wanted the food to be Southern, and we decided to 

break the television show in half midway and have a drop-in of some sort that talked about a 

food product in the South.  

00:55:04 

 So we did, I don’t know, over 100 trips around the South, and then ultimately around the 

United States.  

 

00:55:14 

RF:  Which is very Southern Foodways Alliance; that’s before—. I didn’t know you did that. 

I’ve never read about that. So it would be like a label, like a product, like White Lily, or would it 

be something like—? 

 

00:55:26 

ND:  Well, sometimes it would be a product like White Lily. One time it was a peanut butter 

[Coughs]. It would be cantaloupes, going to show how cantaloupes grew, how watermelon grew. 

 

00:55:41 
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RF:  So you were documenting the South, too, at the same time for—and was this on local 

television? 

 

00:55:48 

ND:  It was on public television, and then it became national. 

 

00:55:52 

RF:  Wow. To study for this interview, I watched some videos on YouTube. I think those are 

later. Do those earlier ones— 

 

00:56:04 

ND:  Now those were— 

 

00:56:04 

RF: —exist? 

 

00:56:05 

ND:  —well some of them were earlier, some of them are later, but I edited out the location 

segments I think we did because Le Creuset funded it, and we needed to make them a certain 

length or something. I don’t remember why we did that. Oh, I know, because we were trying to 

get rid of the other underwriters because that was where the underwriting breaks came. 

00:56:29 
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 So there are still some of the ones that are unedited, that are like the originals, around. 

I’ve just sold my papers to the University of South Carolina, and they have a lot of the original 

videos. 

 

00:56:49 

RF:  Yeah. So how would you do the research to find those—? 

 

00:56:54 

ND:  Cynthia, my producer, who is now Cynthia Graubart, she was single when we met, and I 

introduced her to her husband and stood up with her. And she was very detail conscious. And she 

was the only one that agreed to produce my cooking show.  

 

00:57:17 

RF:  How long did it take you to feel comfortable in the role of being on camera, or was it 

immediate? 

 

00:57:25 

ND:  I don’t know. I had a few moments of panic about the timing because we didn’t script it. 

[Laughs] But I guess Cynthia would have a better sense of it than I, but I only had a few things, 

but I probably wasn’t very nice to people when I got anxious. I would be so panicked and Gina 

Berry and I think Virginia [Willis] was on that set, yeah. She was working in the back maybe—

no, but Gina was a friend of Virginia’s, and then Virginia started later, I guess. But anyway 

because I was in a different house, but the most exciting part to us was going on those field trips. 

And I wasn’t in the shot, so that we were trying to get my narration to be so that people could 
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really learn it. And we would do things—the only rule was not to show the live thing and kill it 

and cook it. We didn’t have any pictures of baby lamb in the fields and—but now they do, but I 

never wanted to do that. 

00:59:09 

 And we had one flour product a show, which we liked.  

 

00:59:14 

RF:  Huh; right. 

 

00:59:17 

ND:  We made butter, I think, and we made peanut butter, and just everything that was salt—we 

went down to the salt mines in Louisiana— 

 

00:59:28 

RF:  Yeah, Avery Island? Wow. 

 

00:59:29 

ND:  Yeah, well we went down to Avery Island. No, it wasn’t Avery Island where we went for 

salt but we went back there for peppers. 

 

00:59:38 

RF:  Right. So you covered a lot of ground, geographically. 

 

00:59:39 
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ND:  Oh yeah, oh yeah. And we did salt and tomatoes, obviously, and zucchini and eggplant and 

all the things, but we really talked about what they were and how they grew—asparagus and 

things like that. 

01:00:02 

 But products, we kept ourselves restricted at first. Well, first we did Georgia because the 

head of the Agriculture Department gave us his plane. [Laughs] So we would throw 

watermelons in the wings; it was a small plane. And we would take the two-man crew or three-

man crew. And then we did that I think—100, I think, is what we did in the South, but I’m not 

sure because we did five or six series of twenty-six.  

 

01:00:46 

RF:  Yeah. 

 

01:00:46 

ND:  And then we did the rest of the United States, and we did— 

 

01:00:50 

RF:  You went outside the South? 

 

01:00:51 

ND:  Yeah, we did some in California and we did avocados in California and fruit trees.  

 

01:01:02 

RF:  Yeah. Did you feel like you were doing important documentary work? 
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01:01:05 

ND:  Absolutely. 

 

01:01:06 

RF:  Or that you were— 

 

01:01:06 

ND:  Absolutely. No, no.  

 

01:01:07 

RF:  —not just filling time? 

 

01:01:08 

ND:  No. I would get furious if anybody would talk to the person that knew the most and start 

making small chat, because I really felt like there was no place else that I could go to get this 

information. And I didn’t have access, even then, to the kinds of cookbooks—well for instance, 

we did country ham, and I remember talking to Susie Elizabeth Snyder when I was at the 

cooking school about so how come prosciutto was safe to eat and not country ham. And Shirley 

and—we really tried to put our fingers on why one was wrong and one not. 

01:02:01 

 And so I’m pretty sure I was the first one to use country ham without having it cooked. 

And we went to Smithfield and saw country hams cooked and did the show on that. So it was 

very different. After I did that, then Jeff Smith started going on these field trips, too.  
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01:02:28 

RF:  I want to ask about the first big book, New Southern Cooking, which came out in 1986, I 

believe. So it comes out with Knopf; Judith Jones is your editor. 

 

01:02:43 

ND:  Judith Jones was my purchasing editor. 

 

01:02:45 

RF:  Oh, your purchasing editor? Well, okay, let me ask—. [Laughs] I don’t want inside dirt. 

 

01:02:50 

ND:  She didn’t want— 

 

01:02:50 

RF:  Okay, well, did it feel—well, we could say this about Judith Jones, is that she was and it’s 

still known today as kind of that first great cookbook editor, Julia Child’s editor. Did you feel 

special for this happening that you were at Knopf? 

 

01:03:09 

ND:  I was really excited. What had happened was that I had a contract with Dutton and the 

editor there wanted me—I turned it in, and she wanted me to have recipes that were lighter and 

she didn’t want me to have pork.  

 

01:03:38 
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RF:  Why? 

 

01:03:39 

ND:  She was living in New York. I don’t know. But New Southern Cooking has a copious 

amount of pork in it. And so [Sighs] it was a real struggle. So finally I dropped that. Well I was 

President of the International Association of Culinary Professionals at that time. And so when 

the TV series—I had met Judith Jones with Julia several times. We’d had lunch together once. 

And so I knew her. And then I called home one day. I was on tour just in Georgia, just promoting 

the series in Georgia before it aired in Georgia, and I was in Plains, Georgia, and I called home 

from an outside on the wall. You probably don’t know about this but we used to have things that 

were on the outside walls of building,s and they were called you know phone booths, but this 

was a no-phone booth phone booth, and put a quarter in it and called home and got my secretary 

on my answering machine or something, and found out that my lawyer said that Dutton had 

dropped the book because I wouldn’t agree to do what the editor wanted, which I was expecting. 

Everybody told me that would happen. 

01:05:18 

 And that I had made the front page of the food section of the New York Times with my 

TV show in an article by Dudley Clendinen. And the third thing was that Judith Jones had called. 

So I called Judith first, and she asked if I had a cookbook, and I said, “Yes, I do.”  

 

01:05:48 

RF:  And it was already written. You just passed it onto her, or most of it? 

 

01:05:51 
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ND:  Yeah, yeah, yeah. And she didn’t edit it at all. She turned it over to her assistant, who had 

never edited a cookbook before. So I didn’t know anything about writing a cookbook then at all. 

 

01:06:04 

RF:  Well the thing I really want to ask about this book is the bibliography, I’m flipping through 

it now, is huge. It’s five pages long, four pages, and for a cookbook of that era, well, in a 

cookbook for any era, there’s a lot of books referenced. Did you purposely do that in writing the 

book? Did you want it to be a research heavy book, a book that referenced stuff? 

 

01:06:31 

ND:  Well, I didn’t know from research. I told you; I left school after my sophomore year. And 

so I didn’t know anything about—I was not a scholar in that sense. I had never written a major 

paper of any sort, but I had written for the Journal Constitution. I wrote a series of articles for 

the Journal and then I switched over to the Constitution. But I just wanted everyone to know that 

there were all these books out there and that those recipes came from a whole movement of 

people, from people that it was an established cuisine that had a lot of input and a lot of things 

going on, like Chinese in Augusta, Georgia and Mississippi, and that it was important. And that’s 

why I wouldn’t give up the pork. I wanted it to be an honest book and I wanted everyone to 

know my influences, so if I looked at a book I wrote down the name of it. 

01:07:55 

 And so if I looked at Julia Child’s book I would write Julia Child’s name down because I 

knew I would have gotten something from reading that recipe. And I just wanted to keep it. 

01:08:09 
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 The interesting thing I’ve always thought was that, I guess, sometimes ideas are just in 

the air, because John Egerton was at the same publisher, had a completely different editor. I 

didn’t know anything about him. And he had a bibliography. So that was to me the beginning of 

when Southern food began to be really—starting to be on the map, starting to get people to 

understand that it was important to source it, that it was important to find out—. We went to 

Alabama to do grits for the TV show. Well when we went there we said, what kind of grits do 

they use in Alabama. And he said, “Get over that, one county will have yellow and one county 

will have white.” Well, people are always saying, “Oh, yeah, in the South they like white corn or 

yellow corn.” No, that’s not true.  

01:09:23 

 Farmers are always eccentric. They always are trying something new. And so if your 

neighbor was growing white corn it was a favorite—Silver Queen. But more than that you’d 

have a farmer that wasn’t going to grow anything like his neighbors. And so they were milling 

all sorts of corn. And we wanted to be able to explain the difference in grits and all that. 

01:09:56 

 So then when I did a corn recipe I wanted people to have a sense of the corn and where it 

came from and all that.  

 

01:10:10 

RF:  Were you surprised by the success of the book? Or, why do you think it was so popular, so 

successful? 

 

01:10:22 
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ND:  Well, because of what I was trying to do: have recipes available to the home cook. Judith 

called it a small-town cookbook.  

 

01:10:34 

RF:  Which sounds like a— 

 

01:10:37 

ND:  It wasn’t a very nice thing to say. 

 

01:10:37 

RF:  —a hit, right. 

 

01:10:39 

ND:  She had such scholars working for her and people with such broad knowledge and Julia 

was a graduate of Smith, I think, wasn’t it, or— 

 

01:10:53 

RF:  I think. 

 

01:10:54 

ND:  —one of those, one of the Seven Sisters. And was an excellent researcher and had 

wonderful writing training and all of that. And so I don’t think Judith knew what to make me. 

She solicited the book because she read about it in the New York Times, but she only printed 

5,000 copies at a time. So that’s why it’s in thirteen editions maybe.  
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01:11:25 

RF:  So she didn’t have a lot of hope for it? 

 

01:11:27 

ND:  No, never, never, never [Emphasis Added]. 

 

01:11:32 

RF:  Huh. 

 

01:11:36 

ND:  I guess that’s what the first edition looks like. 

 

01:11:39 

RF:  Well, this is the first edition, this is a ninth printing. 

 

01:11:42 

ND:  Ninth, so there we are. Why would you keep printing 5,000 copies after nine printings?  

 

01:11:51 

RF:  Yeah. 

 

01:11:51 

ND:  She really didn’t have much hope for me. [Laughs] 
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01:11:54 

RF:  That can be a day of sales. [Laughs]  

 

01:11:58 

ND:  We were continually running out. I don’t know how much it would have sold if we had not 

continually gone back to printing.  

 

01:12:07 

RF:  Yeah. Did you do your second book with her? 

 

01:12:10 

ND:  I did.  

 

01:12:12 

RF:  And did she then with the success of this book push you to do another book immediately? 

 

01:12:17 

ND:  No. Well, I had one because I had been writing. Dudley Clendinen met me on the TV 

show, because that’s where he interviewed me for the Times article. And so then he left the 

Times and became assistant managing editor for features, or the features editor or something, at 

the Atlanta Journal Constitution. So then he asked me to start writing for him and write stories 

about food and relationships that would run on non-food days, to try to get food in the papers 

everyday through the different means. 

01:13:20 

 So I wrote these articles on food and relationships. 
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01:13:24 

RF:  And I’m interested in those. What was meant by relationships, was it familiar, was it— 

 

01:13:32 

ND:  Any part, between people and food. 

 

01:13:34 

RF:  —was it husband and wife? Oh, okay. 

 

01:13:35 

ND:  Yeah, yeah, they were all of that.  

 

01:13:37 

RF:  I think if someone was to have a column on food and relationships today, I think it could go 

pretty pessimistic, right. Food and relationships—we think of food and power. You like to say 

food is all about control. Did that pop up a lot in those columns? 

 

01:13:59 

ND:  I think so. But control is not bad, you know. I mean tension is not bad. Everybody always 

says tension is bad, but how would you hold up a telephone wire or a clothesline without 

tension? So I don’t have a lot of bad things and good things; I don’t have bad food or good food. 

Yes, I knew that because of my father, who was very controlling about food, and I knew it 

because I have my foster children. Because when you get foster children in, and the first thing 
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they do is find out that you care about food, what’s the first thing they’re going to do? They’re 

not going to want to eat with you.  

 

01:14:51 

RF:  Right. Because that’s what you care about. 

 

01:14:55 

ND:  Yeah, yeah, yeah. They don’t want to trust you with loving you or buying into what you’ve 

got because they’ve already been in so many homes, they’ve done that. So that’s where I really 

cemented it between my father and my stepmother and my foster children. But I don’t remember 

where I was living when I started writing those, I guess when the girls were still with me. And, 

oh, I started writing for Brown’s Guide to Georgia first, and some of the stories were for 

Brown’s Guide to Georgia and then Dudley asked me to write for him.  

01:15:39 

 So I wrote for him, and those columns were the ones that made For Matters of Taste. 

And there weren't a lot of headnotes at the time, and so we didn’t put headnotes on the recipes, 

which is something I’m really sorry about. But because they let the recipes kind of standalone if 

you use just the recipe; it doesn’t have a headnote on the top. But I was just trying to show—

well, one was about a man that was lonely. And one was about my grandmother and watching 

television with her and Taft losing. But it was all the ways that food worked in. It wasn’t big 

ways.  

 

01:16:33 

RF:  Did you like doing this type of essay writing? 
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01:16:34 

ND:  I loved it. 

 

01:16:36 

RF:  Did you struggle with it? Or, did it come easily? 

 

01:16:40 

ND:  It came very easily.  

 

01:16:43 

RF:  Was it the first type of writing like that you had done? 

 

01:16:45 

ND:  No, I did some for Fred Brown at Fred Brown’s Guide and I had done some for the Atlanta 

Journal Constitution, for the Journal, when I first wrote for them. But it wasn’t really 

understanding that I was doing food and relationships. And I don’t know—Dudley asked me to 

write for him and then we finally figured out and we just defined it as food and relationships. 

 

01:17:19 

RF:  And that went beyond Southern food, too? 

 

01:17:21 
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ND:  Yes, yes, if I went to Australia, or whatever. No, he had no Southern food mandate, which 

is why there was not necessarily a Southern mandate for Matters of Taste or for For Family and 

Friends.  

 

01:17:43 

RF:  I thought about asking you this at the end of the conversation but I’ll just ask it now. What 

do you think about—because we’re talking about the essay writing you did and the documentary 

work that you were doing—what do you think about the state of food writing today, in 

cookbooks, in magazines, online? 

 

01:18:02 

ND:  Gee, there’s some really good writing out there. There really is.  

 

01:18:13 

RF:  And there’s so much of it. 

 

01:18:14 

ND:  There’s an awful lot of it. I remember when we started to have 1,000 cookbooks out a year 

or something. I’m glad to see it, but I have a hard time reading a lot of the cookbooks. I don’t 

think a lot of them are user-friendly, and I think that I’m really irritated with the design of 

cookbooks.  

 

01:18:51 

RF:  How so? 
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01:18:51 

ND:  I don’t like dirty spoons. 

 

01:18:55 

RF:  In the photography? 

 

01:18:57 

ND:  Yeah, I suppose you’re laughing, so probably Virginia already told you. 

 

01:19:02 

RF:  No, I didn’t know that. No, no, she didn’t tell me. 

 

01:19:03 

ND:  But anyway like this. 

 

01:19:05 

RF:  It is common though. 

 

01:19:07 

ND:  I have this terrible fight with my dear editor that I like at Gibbs Smith. But anyway 

[Coughs] with the re-issue of Shrimp and Grits, but the picture that they all liked on the front 

was a crumpled napkin, a spoon— 

 

01:19:27 
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RF:  I know exactly what you’re talking about; I can see it. 

 

01:19:31 

ND:  Dirty spoon, unpolished, and grits, shrimp and grits. 

 

01:19:37 

RF:  And you fought? 

 

01:19:39 

ND:  Well, you don’t eat shrimp and grits with a spoon. If you’re setting a nice table with a cloth 

napkin you don’t serve a rumpled one and you don’t serve a dirty spoon. And I hate it. That’s not 

the way—. [Off mic aside to cat, Kitty] Troublemaker, no. That’s why this has got fifteen things 

on it, so she can get in it. No, you ate six, or eight, or something. 

01:20:12 

 So there aren't many books that I sit down and want to go through page-by-page. And 

that same thing about food articles; I just feel like there’s not a lot of—I think it’s very hard to 

find your way now with everything that’s going online. And I just think it’s wonderful how 

many good books there are out there, but it’s hard to find out which one is. And once again, I 

don’t necessarily think that what someone else thinks is a good book is a good book. They’ve 

never asked me to be on any food book committees. [Laughs] 

 

01:20:55 

RF:  Right.  
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01:20:56 

ND:  Except for the classic ones. 

 

01:20:59 

RF:  And I want to ask about our present moment. I know you’ve been vocal, and you’ve written 

on Facebook about Me Too, the #MeToo era that we’re in right now, the past year. Because you 

worked in restaurants and the cooking school and then you’ve had this long career in publishing 

and in TV, did you see this as a long time coming? Did you ever think it would happen?  

 

01:21:29 

ND:  I never thought it would happen. I mean really not—I would think that it might happen and 

then nothing would happen. 

 

01:21:40 

RF:  Because it was so entrenched, or why? 

 

01:21:41 

ND:  Yeah, yeah. I mean the casting couch, the quid pro quos, the bosses chasing you around 

mimeograph machines, and the whole implicit thing that if you had a young and attractive boss 

and you were young and attractive that there would be a chemistry that would have you be an 

item. It was just like business heads and their secretaries used to be, or a girl Friday, or doctors 

and their nurses—that was all expected. [Interruption] [Off Mic] Hello, where did you go? 

01:23:08 

 So, anyway, yeah, we go through this regularly.  
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01:23:12 

RF:  And specifically in the publishing world did you ever see it as a problem in, I’m guessing 

there was disparity, economically, maybe support—? 

 

01:23:26 

ND:  Oh, I’m just so used to disparity. I knew that I wasn’t making, or wasn’t being paid, what 

males were, ever. 

 

01:23:37 

RF:  Despite copies sold? 

 

01:23:39 

ND:  Oh well, the fact that Judith would only print 5,000 at a time of two books. And one sold, I 

don’t know what it was, I make these things up because I forget, but I think it was about 250,000 

or 300,000, and then the second one sold 75,000, I think. But she still would only print 5,000 

copies at a time because she just never—and I don’t think she would have done that to a man. 

But I think Judith was like Julia. She really liked men, a lot. But she also liked scholars and—but 

she would like she really liked like Ed Giobbi, who was very handsome. Do you know who he 

is? 

 

01:24:28 

RF:  I remember—yeah; I worked at Kitchen Arts and Letters for a few years— 
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01:24:32 

ND:  Oh, did you? 

 

01:24:33 

RF:  I know all the back stuff and everything. 

 

01:24:35 

ND:  You knew all the back stuff, yeah. No, Judith, she just didn’t get me, and I don’t think she 

got Southern food at all. I mean I think that was really antithetical to everything. And all the New 

York editors that I met, I think that was really the thing, it was antithetical to what they thought 

that food should taste like or look like or be cooked like, using all that pork. [Laughs] 

 

01:25:06 

RF:  Because you did not finish college, did you feel a constant need to educate yourself? Were 

you always a lifelong reader and—? 

 

01:25:21 

ND:  Yeah, I was a lifelong reader. I always loved reading. Yeah, and I felt definitely inferior. I 

worried. Still have some things that I think I would have fought for if I hadn't doubted myself. 

And there weren't many places. Before the internet you couldn’t really dig enough into things to 

find something to substantiate what you were saying. Like the word pimento in pimento cheese; 

was it pimiento cheese, was it—. All of that. 

 

01:26:13 
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RF:  You had to go to the library. 

 

01:26:14 

ND:  Yeah, and even then you’d have to know where to look to find it and what you were 

looking for because it was all ephemeral. Until the internet it was all ephemeral, except for those 

that were really scholars, enviable people. Which John Egerton was.  

 

01:26:37 

RF:  Yeah. 

 

01:26:38 

ND:  Yeah. 

 

01:26:40 

RF:  We can't talk about all of your books but is there a book that—we talked about the first two, 

the first two big books with Knopf—is there one that sticks out in your mind as important in your 

career, that you were very proud of? 

 

01:26:56 

ND:  Yeah, I think the Pantry Meal [Nathalie Dupree Cooks Everyday Meals From A Well-

Stocked Pantry: Strategies for Shopping Less and Eating Better]—I was writing to Bonnie 

Benwick about it—I think the Pantry Meal was a pretty good book. And then certainly Shrimp 

and Grits, nobody yet has done a shrimp and grits book. And people would say to me, “Shrimp 

and grits—ugh.” I mean I got turned down by more publishers than you can imagine because 
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they didn’t—something that became so popular, I don’t think publishers ever, ever, ever thought 

that I was prescient about what was coming next.  

 

01:27:35 

RF:  Right.  

 

01:27:37 

ND:  They never—I’m just ahead of the baby boomers, so I fill a niche that there aren't many 

people that fill. John Egerton was older than I am, and then there’s the baby boomers, and then 

there’s people like you that are children of baby boomers. And so I could sense trends before I 

could articulate them, and still can. So, yes, no one else has done shrimp and grits. And I’m 

proud of Mastering too, although once again, we had editorial problems. I’ve had a couple of 

really good editors, but lots of times we don’t mesh very well. And probably part of it is the 

insecurity.  

 

01:28:30 

RF:  Do you think you’ve written your last cookbook, or do you plan to do more? 

 

01:28:34 

ND:  Well, my editor called and gave me a list of things that she wanted me to do. And I’m just 

thinking about them. And, well, I’m still working on a memoir, which is a slug, and so I don’t 

know what I’m going to do. 

 

01:29:00 
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RF:  Yeah. 

 

01:29:00 

ND:  Yeah, I don’t know. It’s just like Jack [Bass, her husband], he’s been working on a book 

for a long time, and just hard to know what we’re going to do next. 

 

01:29:10 

RF:  Do you want to publish your memoirs, or do you feel compelled that it should happen 

because of your career and the stories you have to tell? 

 

01:29:20 

ND:  Well— 

 

01:29:22 

RF:  If that makes sense. 

 

01:29:23 

ND:  It does, it does. I want people to know how few women there were in the industry, so that 

they can credence the ones that are there now. I want people to understand, and it’s one of my 

Southern foodways things, again, how important the home cook was and is. The home cook was 

the core of Southern food, and whether she was black, working for someone, or white, the 

country woman like Kate or Grace, and a lot of them were country women, they were what made 

the world go around. There were not restaurants. That’s what everybody depended on, and on 

creativity: you couldn’t eat the same greens every day. And so I really want to communicate that 
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somehow. And I don’t think my generation is represented very well in anything because we are 

squished between the War and the baby boomers, and that generation, between the Depression 

children and the baby boomers. 

01:30:47 

And I think that we shaped a lot of what’s coming behind us but that there’s very little 

understanding of that. So I think I’d like to make that clear. And then I do think it’s important for 

women to know what other women have gone through and for men to know how much harder it 

is for women. And I know it is for African Americans, but there is a thing—oh God, if I say this 

for posterity, but nobody will understand it—but there is a thing where what happened during the 

Civil Rights Era was that, like Barack Obama—. Jack has saying that historically in the South 

that if you were from the South, African Americans could get close but not higher than you are.  

01:32:01 

 In the North, you could get high but not close. So what happened, because they didn’t 

want black men to be higher than people, was that they put black women in there to satisfy the 

integration requirements but also not to cause the tension with the white men, because somehow 

working for an African-American woman was easier because you could assert yourself.  

01:32:40 

 And that certainly is not saying anything about African-American women and their 

confidence, it’s just saying that that’s the way that it was. And my mother was very bitter about 

that because at that point in her career, in her life, she should have been promoted up. But 

whenever a promotion came to be, that wasn’t in grade, she would be promoted in grade to make 

a raise but she was never given the grade on paper, because African American women with no 

more whatever would get the job. 

01:33:24 
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 So angry about that, and I understand that. I have to separate that from what I know. But I 

do think it’s been easier for African-American women in the South to get more of a toehold than 

it was white women. 

01:33:47 

 Until—Julia Child never worked in a restaurant, never once.  

 

01:33:57 

RF:  Do you think today it’s important for people to work in a restaurant if—? 

 

01:34:02 

ND:  No. 

 

01:34:04 

RF:  To have—okay. 

 

01:34:05 

ND:  I didn’t think it was important for Julia either. I’m just saying that a lot of people that have 

not worked at a restaurant are treated as if they really understand it. And that’s neither right nor 

wrong, but I think it’s important that people know that that’s what happened.  

 

01:34:29 

RF:  Do you ever go on YouTube, or if you have old VHS recordings, and watch your cooking 

shows? 

 

01:34:39 
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ND:  I hate watching myself. 

 

01:34:42 

RF:  You hate watching? Could you ever watch it, at any point? 

 

01:34:44 

ND:  A smattering here and there, but I always get kind of like [Gestures]. My mother didn’t 

bring me up to be on TV. They didn’t even have TV when I was born. The first person I saw on 

TV was Mickey Mouse.  

 

01:35:02 

RF:  And then there was you. 

 

01:35:03 

ND:  Howdy Doody, Mickey Mouse—. And I remember even women—when I was growing up, 

there was a woman with a bad, harsh, non-melodic Southern accent that was on radio. And 

nobody liked her voice. And so what people would say was, well, women just can't be on radio. 

They just don’t sound good on radio.  

01:35:40 

 I mean everything was women don’t do well in that. 

 

01:35:46 

RF:  So when you went on TV did you feel a need to—did you kind of train your voice or train 

the way you acted? 
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01:35:54 

ND:  No, I had already had an hour a day radio program. 

 

01:35:57 

RF:  Okay, so on radio did you train yourself? 

 

01:35:58 

ND:  And I had been on radio. I did train myself to laugh like a—well one of the radio 

personalities did, because my friends and I had a sort of a hee-haw laugh.  

 

01:36:10 

RF:  Really? Because watching your videos there’s a casualness to it, but also like of the era 

when a lot of the TV shows, the men especially have these outward personalities, talking about 

Prudhomme, you know where he was coming from and he was like dressed in a certain way. 

And Justin Wilson and even Julia Child. They were easily like starting— 

 

01:36:41 

ND:  Well Julia was like a man you see. That was all— 

 

01:36:44 

RF:  Right, yeah. 

 

01:36:45 
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ND:  —part of her thing although she was such a beautiful woman when she was younger and—

and statuesque. Nonetheless, because she was a tall woman, a lot of power was attributed to her.  

 

01:37:00 

RF:  Yeah but she was also like caricatureable— 

 

01:37:02 

ND:  And she was caricatureable.  

 

01:37:04 

RF: But not with you. And I was wondering if that was something you— 

 

01:37:09 

ND:  Yeah, well, some people did talk about me being a messy cook with chipmunk cheeks and 

slanted eyes. [Laughs] I remember one of those. But, yeah, I really just wanted to teach and to 

make people comfortable. And that’s what I wanted and not to say anything wrong so that they 

wouldn’t be led astray.  

 

01:37:41 

RF:  Do you think that’s your greatest legacy, all the women that you taught? 

 

01:37:44 

ND:  Oh yeah, that’s probably my only legacy is all the women that I taught. I had mostly 

women in my cooking school, some men, but most of my students, and most of but not all of my 
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assistants, were women. And I think that we learned together how to support each other and 

certainly helping start organizations like IACP. And I tried and tried to start a Southern group but 

just didn’t have the personality for it. Took John Taylor, until I married Jack, took him years to 

make his peace with me. I’m not—well, I know why, I know why. But then he realized I married 

the man that wrote the Orangeburg Massacre, and he was from Orangeburg, he realized I 

couldn’t be all bad. [Laughs] 

01:38:48 

 But it is interesting that men and women are seen so differently in their books. They still 

take—and I do agree John did a lot of research, and, boy, was that an important book because— 

 

01:39:12 

RF:  John Taylor? 

 

01:39:14 

ND:  Yeah, because he said—and I said it but he showed it, which is always much better—he 

showed that we are not a section of the country that is identical, that we have regions like Italy 

does, and if anybody would let us we could show that even within the states there’s a difference. 

01:39:43  

 But we haven't gotten at that point. And that’s where I wish the Southern Foodways had 

gone rather than going into barbecue. That’s my great disappointment. And the 

intellectualization of African Americans like Ta-Nehisi. Ta-Nehisi is really smart but he says the 

same things that people said when I was twenty. He doesn’t say anything new to anyone that’s 

been in the civil rights experience. And for those of us that have been balled out before, it’s the 

same thing and everyone says, “Well, how wonderful.” And I feel like saying, Did you ever hear 
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of this guy named James Baldwin, or—?” You’re saying yes, you’ve read those books, you know 

what I’m saying? 

 

01:40:49 

RF:  Yeah.  

 

01:40:49 

ND:  So that gets under my skin because they’ve still never had a panel, in all this time, on 

women’s home cooking, never once. 

 

01:41:07 

RF:  If we can change anything about how we—and I’m not just talking Southern Foodways 

Alliance,—but we as a country, or we as the South, look at Southern food, is that what you think 

is missing, is the role of the home cook? 

 

01:41:25 

ND:  Yeah, yeah. Women that cook for—once again when you have ten children and you’re 

cooking biscuits and you’re trying to make some for everyone in the family, you’re going to 

make small biscuits because you want to have one for everyone when they come down and then 

two for the boys and whatever girls need them. 

01:41:57 

 Nobody talks about what it was like to cook for that many people in a home, when it was 

100-degrees outside and ninety when you got up. Think about those Cajun women. Think about 

it, the mugginess and all of that. The last person that would really talk with me about any of that, 
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really understood it, was Paul Prudhomme. But because Paul started out as a home cook. But you 

don’t get many—Paul was brilliant. We were very close. He was a brilliant man. We were closer 

when we were younger, and he was a brilliant man but he was, like I did, he danced in both 

worlds at first. And so he knew about home cooking, and then extrapolated it. And so many 

chefs didn’t. I mean other chefs like, what’s his name, Jeremiah Tower, I guess, and people like 

that who just say they discovered American cooking, and really never understood the home 

cooking. 

 

01:43:25 

RF:  And why do you think that is? Why do you think the Southern Foodways Alliance doesn’t 

study home cooking, and why Paul Prudhomme did make the switch? Is it because home 

cooking isn't sexy, or is it sexy and we just don’t realize it? It doesn’t make people money? What 

is it? 

 

01:43:40 

ND:  Nobody wants to cook every day and not get paid for it. Cooking every day is hard. And so 

your girlfriend, if she’s a pastry chef, she has to cook every day, and that is hard. But in a 

restaurant kitchen you have a little more support and you have flexibility of income and products 

and things like that.  

01:44:15 

 The home cook didn’t have any of those things. She had to cook what someone else told 

her, if she was black, maybe with very little to eat herself. So I don’t get it; I don’t get why 

they’re not intellectually curious. When did women start doing this? When did they start thinking 
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that this was important? When did they start making their biscuits a little bigger because they had 

smaller children, I mean smaller families?  

 

01:44:56 

RF:  Right; yeah. Just one or two more questions, do you place as much importance on the 

women that you taught who didn’t go onto have career, who cooked for their families, as those 

like Virginia that—? 

 

01:45:13 

ND:  Oh yeah; oh yeah. Well you never knew what they were going to do. Lots of times cooking 

was the only thing that my students could do, just like for me, cooking was the only thing I ever 

did that was good. That was the only thing that clicked for me. And a lot of home cooks, that’s 

the only thing as a woman that they were skilled—that they could do. And so a lot of women 

came to the cooking school when they were transitioning and getting a divorce. It was almost 

like a divorce factory because they wanted to see if they could make a living that way.  

 

01:45:55 

RF:  And go into catering or open a restaurant? 

 

01:46:00 

ND:  Because what else could they do?  

 

01:46:02 

RF:  Right, they had to support themselves.  
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01:46:03 

ND:  Uh-hmm. 

 

01:46:06 

RF:  I know you know this quote but it’s something Pat Conway wrote— 

 

01:46:13 

ND:  Oh dear, about me? 

 

01:46:15 

RF:  Yes, and he said that there’s few people in his life who seemed more like a fictional 

character than a flesh and blood person than you. Have you ever in your life felt like a fictional 

character, as he calls you? 

 

01:46:28 

ND:  No, no, and I think that is part of what happens on television.  

 

01:46:37 

RF: What do you mean by that?  

 

01:46:37 

ND:  Well, I mean I think Pat watched me more on television because, once again, of Cynthia. 

See Cliff Graubart, Cynthia’s husband, was Pat’s best friend. So Pat would watch television for 

me and for Cynthia. So in a way I was more a fictional person, I guess, I don’t know. I never 
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really knew why he said that, except that part of it is that I didn’t follow anybody else’s path, so 

if you didn’t know anybody else like that—. But Pat should talk. He was much more like a 

fictional character than a real live person. 

 

01:47:30 

RF:  Yeah. 

 

01:47:30 

ND:  And because you’ve got the drunk person so much, who knew?  

 

01:47:39 

RF:  Yeah. Well you said that you weren't following anyone else’s path. Was that exciting? Was 

it scary? How did it feel when it was happening at the time? 

 

01:47:47 

ND:  I didn’t know; I didn’t know that you could follow someone’s path.  

 

01:47:53 

RF:  Well there was no one’s path for you to follow. 

 

01:47:56 

ND:  I never heard of mentoring. And I knew that I wasn’t going to be Julia Child. Part of the 

reason it took me six months to find Cynthia was because, jeez, I didn’t want to walk into Julia 
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Child’s territory. I couldn’t fill Julia’s shoes. She was tall and commanding and, yeah, so I had 

no intentions of doing that.  

 

01:48:25 

RF:  Yeah. 

 

01:48:26 

ND:  So who was there to follow? I wasn’t going to be Graham Kerr. I didn’t drink anymore, 

that much; maybe I did still drink. But I wasn’t going to be Graham Kerr, and so there really 

wasn’t anyone else on television that I was able to pattern myself after. And the same was true in 

restaurants. There wasn’t a woman I could go talk to about working in a restaurant.  

 

01:49:00 

RF:  Yeah. Okay, just one more question, so I mean we record these oral histories in the hopes in 

the future researchers will read these transcripts and listen to them and not only glean some 

information but write about you, right? [Interruption] To learn and write about you. And you 

told us earlier that your papers are now at the University of South Carolina. So for future 

researchers, historians, writers, listening to this or reading this in the future, what do you want 

them to go search out in your archives, in your papers, like what do you think would be most 

important in your life for women in the future, for writers or historians—? 

 

01:50:00 

ND:  Well the most important thing is for women to learn to help each other—the pork chop 

theory. You’ve heard about that from Virginia? 
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01:50:12 

RF:  No, tell me. 

 

01:50:13 

ND:  Okay. Shirley Corriher and I developed it. I don’t know which one of us did. I always 

thought it was she, and she said I didn’t—who knows. But when I was head of Rich’s I had all 

these wonderful people. I mean I got the cream of the crop to come to me. And so when we 

started IACP we had this large group of women that had already been meeting and whenever 

someone would come in from out of town like, like Susie Colchie or Paula Wolfert, I would 

invite everybody over to my house. 

01:50:59 

 So when we went to IACP we realized that the proclivity, and you see this a lot with 

black women, the proclivity is to say that there’s just one; let’s do this one black person this year. 

Let’s not do five black women like we did five black men. So the tendency is to find one and let 

that one rise up above the rest and not pull up the rest of the folks.   

01:51:43 

 But we didn’t want to do that; we wanted to have two of us on the Board, so we 

developed the pork chop theory and the pork chop theory is one pork chop in the pan goes dry. 

Two or more, the fat from one feeds the other. And so we just had an agreement that you could 

have all your snits in Atlanta that you wanted to, but once you got out there professionally you 

had to make nice about everybody and push everybody because we had to make enough room for 

two or more. [Phone Rings] 

01:52:29 
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 It’s the thing that is—I find that— [Phone Rings]. We need to find a way to elevate two 

or more women at a time. And whenever a man gets [Phone Rings] some sort of—. 

01:53:08 

 Anyway, I just want those women to be able to have their place in the sun. And we didn’t 

know from mentors, and certainly it’s very easy to be jealous of other women because that was 

what we were taught to do.  

01:53:32 

 But in the long run it’s self-defeating because then you don’t have anyone to climb on 

and they don’t have anyone to climb on. You can't help each other up that way by putting your 

hands out, putting your foot inside it, and boosting them and then yourself. So that’s the main 

thing I’d like to give and I’d like to give people an understanding that it wasn’t always that way 

in our system. I don’t know in Africa or wherever, but in our system it wasn’t that way. So I’d 

like to have that. 

01:54:06 

 And certainly I’d like it to be seen as an integrated cuisine, without any of these hues and 

cries about stealing this or stealing that or taking this or taking that, but understanding that 

everyone taught everybody. You’re in the kitchen together. You got to get a meal on the table. 

You’re in the kitchen together and the restaurant and you’re in the kitchen producing food for a 

festival. You see what someone else is doing and you take it over. How can you say where this 

started unless—and the more they don’t give credit to women, the more they don’t give credit to 

the spreading of the idea. So I guess that’s the main thing that I want them to understand. 

01:55:07 

 Women that were home feeding ten children were not dumb.  
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01:55:15 

RF:  I think that’s a good place to stop. 

 

01:55:17 

ND:  Okay. 

 

01:55:18 

RF:  I want to thank you. 

 

01:55:19 

ND:  Yeah; good, thank you. You got what you need? 

 

01:55:22 

RF:  I think so. 

 

01:55:27 

[End Nathalie Dupree Interview] 

http://www.southernfoodways.org

