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My Dear Salif, like this book, you too are my first, my one, my only. You inspire me to work hard, laugh heartily, and love harder all while savoring life’s moments. Thank you for loving me in spite of and regardless. This one, my first, is for you!


Love, Mom
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INTRODUCTION


I was born, bred, and buttered in Harlem, and I spent my summer vacations with my grandparents in the Carolinas—a welcome, relaxing getaway from New York City life.


I honed my people and entrepreneurial skills at the Ophelia DeVore School of Charm in midtown Manhattan and working at the world famous Sylvia’s Soul Food Restaurant in Harlem before opening my own, but I actually learned to cook in my grandmother’s kitchen. Grandma Amelia (or Mea, as we called her) mixed love with every ingredient that went into her down-home country comfort cooking—and she made some of the best food I’ve ever tasted!


Like most Americans, I’m something of a hybrid—formed both by my family’s Southern heritage and by our equally strong connection to the uniquely rich culture, music, and art of Harlem, where I still live today.


My grandma Mea was my favorite girl. She was much more than just a grandmother to me. She was my best friend, my confidante, my advisor, and my rock. She taught me the importance of family, loyalty, honesty, and love. Whenever I talk about good times growing up, she’s one of the first people who come to mind. Grandma Mea had nine children, fourteen grandchildren, nineteen great-grandchildren, and a lot of wisdom. I still find myself quoting her favorite “isms,” including, “So good it makes me wanna slap my momma,” “Don’t let the door hit you where the good Lord split you,” and “Only a hit dog howls.” One that I, luckily, haven’t found to be true (at least for me) is, “Those people from up North, they’ll offer you a drink, but don’t ask them for no food.”
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As a young girl, whenever I was in South Carolina, I could usually be found in Mea’s kitchen, “noseying up” to see what she was doing and how much of this or that ingredient she was putting in, and marveling at how she always managed to get things right. Back in Harlem, I also spent a lot of time watching my mom, Tina Wilson, cook at our home on 138th Street off Lenox Avenue.


Back then, us kids weren’t allowed to cook. Cooking was strictly the job of the woman of the house, the highly prestigious domain of the queen. My mother was definitely the queen of our castle, which meant that I spent my first ten years watching, learning, and taking mental notes.


Although I wasn’t allowed to join in, I was allowed to lick the cake bowls. And lick them I did! Any time my mother or grandmother baked a cake, they would first make a five-inch sample. I think they did that because they knew their baking was so good that us kids would never have the patience to wait until dinnertime for a slice. The sample sufficed to hold us over while protecting the full-size cake from being eaten and our hands from getting popped for trying to eat it!


I devoured, I soooo devoured, the extra batter left in the bowls and the tasting samples; but I also yearned to bake my own cakes. My first real baking experience came when I was about twelve or thirteen, and, boy, was I excited! My uncle LeRoy Dorsey, who sang in a gospel group called the Sensational Starlights of CT, loooovvvved cake almost as much as I did. But Uncle Roy was diabetic and wasn’t supposed to have sweets. So I came up with a spice cake recipe that he could safely enjoy. It had cinnamon, allspice, cloves, and nutmeg for flavor. I also used applesauce for sweetness and to keep it nice and moist. It was the first cake I was ever allowed to bake, and I baked it with pride and joy for Uncle Roy every time the Starlights sang in New York.


Both my parents came from large families. Mom was the youngest of eleven children—six girls and five boys—and grew up in Andrews, South Carolina, wearing hand-me-downs, already handed down five times before they got to her. Her family was poor, but I guess they didn’t really know it because they had each other and never went hungry.


We weren’t rich either, and we didn’t have an excess of material items, but we had a great family. We were rich in spirit, and visited each other every weekend. When you’re a kid, that’s what truly matters, and I still depend on family as my foundation.


My father’s family, from Hemingway, about twenty-five miles north of Andrews, was the opposite of my mom’s. He was one of nine kids, his father owned a thriving grocery store and gas station, and my father opened his own business—a barber shop—when he was in his twenties. Theirs was the first household in town to have a television.


I was also blessed to have a stepfather, Louis Wilson, who raised me from the age of two as if I were his own flesh and blood. Some of my fondest memories are of the times I spent baking cakes in my Easy-Bake oven with his nieces, my cousins Tessey and Jen. His parents, Grandma Easter and Grandpa Babe Wilson, were also huge inspirations in my life.


Other than a lot of kids, one thing all three families had in common was that food was king. Every celebration, every special occasion started with a prayer and ended with a home-cooked meal. Preparing and sharing food was one way to spread the love. There was an element of pitching in, but there was also pride and underlying competitiveness. All those home cooks set the bar high. You just wouldn’t show up at a church or community function with anything but your Sunday best. When all the food was laid out, the same questions always hovered in the air: Who made the best potato salad? The best macaroni and cheese? Or, more important, the best pie?


Whenever I go back to South Carolina, I always make time to cook a special meal. There’s something therapeutic about it for me, particularly when I’m cooking in my grandmother’s kitchen and with my aunt Dona. She always teases me: “Okay, so we’re going to do a throwdown. You beat Bobby Flay; now can you beat me?”


The funny thing is that, for a long time, Aunt Dona was a really terrible cook and was known for having nothing but bottled water and Pepsi-Cola in her refrigerator. It wasn’t until she went back down south to take care of my grandmother after my grandfather died that she actually learned to cook. Now she is one of the finest home cooks I know.


To my mind, cooks like my mom, grandma Mea, and my aunt Dona are true gems, as inspirational as all the dedicated professionals I’ve worked with. They’re doing it for their families, their churches, their synagogues, their communities. They’re doing it for love, which, as a kid, I was told to do something that you love (and get paid for too), that way you will never “work” a day in your life!
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I have more than a hundred cousins, and several of my family members had country names in addition to their given first names: Cousin William was Pigball; there was Inkspot, and Tootsie; my mom was Sistah, and Aunt Dona was always Duck. To this day some of my cousins still refer to her as Aunt Duck.


When I was a kid, every summer we all gathered down south. My brother and sister went kicking and screaming, but for some of us city kids, it was a wonderful taste of life on a working farm and a great way to connect with our extended families. We spent most of our time outdoors, and it seemed like every day we could go to a different cousin’s house. Every house had a vegetable garden and everybody had hogs and chickens—that’s how we ate. We would collect the eggs from the barn, get milk from the cows, and pull the tomatoes off the vine. We practiced genuine farm-to-table cooking long before that catchphrase took over the foodie world.


These days, people in Hemingway don’t have a lot of farm animals, but some still have thriving gardens, and I still get the same warm feelings of relaxation and comfort when I go there. My grandma Mea passed away in 2010 at the age of one hundred, but her spirit is very much with us. Sometimes when I get caught up in the hustle and bustle, the fast pace, the bright lights of New York City, I know it’s time to take a long weekend and head down south. Being close to nature, being in my grandmother’s house, and marinating in her memories reenergizes and rejuvenates me to return to my hectic city life—running a busy restaurant, a cafeteria, and a catering operation; raising a teenage son as a divorced mom; staying abreast of everything going on in my community. I am not complaining. I love my life!


It’s true that, like so many generations of women, I learned to cook in my mother’s and grandmother’s kitchens. But my first interests and skills were as a salesperson and entrepreneur, not as a restaurateur or caterer. I attended Ophelia DeVore’s School of Charm, which was located in the prestigious Ed Sullivan Theater on the corner of Fifty-Third Street and Broadway in Manhattan, New York. Even as a preteen, I took pride in being able to outsell the adults at Ophelia DeVore’s Beauty Bar. Ms. DeVore was one of my first and most influential role models—a determined, elegant, independent black businesswoman.


Back in the late 1940s, Ms. DeVore, who was fair-skinned enough to pass for white, had been taking lessons at the Vogue School of Modeling. She’d never even considered that the people at the school didn’t know she was black until, one day, a brown-skinned girl walked in and was immediately told that they didn’t admit colored people. That incident was the catalyst that inspired Ms. DeVore to start the first black modeling agency. She went on to launch the career of Helen Williams, the first African American model, as well as those of Diahann Carroll, Cicely Tyson, and many others. I did some modeling myself when I was young and could certainly identify with that brown-skinned girl who got turned away.


I first met Ms. DeVore when I was about ten years old, and, by thirteen, I was taking one of her classes every Saturday. I would arrive early to help out in the office, stuffing envelopes, and, after class, I would sell cosmetics at the beauty bar. The goal at the back of my mind each week was to sell more makeup than any of the adults. And that’s what I did!


I discovered if I truly believed in what I was selling—whether it was eyeliner and blush or fried chicken and greens—I felt really great about sharing it with others. It made me happy to see how happy a product could make a customer, and I guess my excitement was contagious.


After college, a partner and I started a service called Rent-A-Chauffeur, which provided drivers for people who owned their own cars but didn’t want to drive themselves. It was a lot less expensive than renting a chauffeur-driven limo, and the business did very well, but after two and a half years I no longer found it satisfying. I was chained to a desk with a phone attached to my ear, talking to clients, taking their credit card information, and to drivers, scheduling pickups.


Around that time, in 1987, Sylvia Woods asked me to organize her restaurant’s twenty-fifth-anniversary celebration. I put together a three-day event, including a community gathering, a gospel breakfast, and a black-tie gala for more than nine hundred people. It was a huge success, and shortly thereafter she offered me a full-time job in the restaurant. I started as a cashier and loved it; graduated to become a hostess and loved that; then assisted with catering, and I loved that, too.


From the moment I started at Sylvia’s, I knew this was what I wanted to do. I just fell in love with the restaurant business. It didn’t feel like work. People would often come up and ask if I were Sylvia, and at first I’d get annoyed. I was in my twenties at the time and the restaurant was more than twenty-five years old. How could I possibly be Sylvia? Eventually, though, it dawned on me that what they were saying was that my work ethic, attitude, and enthusiasm showed I wasn’t just in it for the paycheck, and I started to take it as a compliment. I worked at Sylvia’s for eleven years and that is where I got my “Ph.D.” in the restaurant business.


I adored Sylvia. They say that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, and I knew I could imitate but never duplicate her. She was the queen. She was also my business role model. Both she and Ophelia DeVore instilled in me the conviction that if I wrote down my dreams, believed in my dreams, and worked hard, I would surely achieve them. Even to this day I can hear Sylvia saying, “You can do this, Champ!”


In addition to teaching me indispensable skills, working my way up at Sylvia’s provided me with some great business connections. In 1992 I was taken under the wing of one of New York’s most prominent restaurateurs, Drew Nieporent, who offered me some fantastic opportunities. Somehow they didn’t come together, but that was okay. I was learning more and more about the business, and all along I knew that God had a plan for me.


Among the many people I met through Drew was Josefina Howard of the Rosa Mexicano restaurant empire, and around 1996 I went to work for her. I started in the back of the house (aka the kitchen), learning every ingredient in every dish, and then moved to the front. At Rosa Mexicano, I perfected the art of taking care of my clientele. I also saw firsthand that presenting food with passion, conviction, and love is a winning formula. Miss Howard, as we called her, was wonderful; I just loved her. Who didn’t? She was another great, strong, female role model and professional mentor.


Born in Cuba, she was raised in Spain and spent much of her young adult life in Mexico. At her restaurant, she served Mexican food with a modern twist and built a tremendously loyal following with a big-city A-list clientele. Somewhere deep inside, the idea was percolating that I could do the same with my own traditional style of cooking.


Meanwhile, I got married and set up my own home. Finally, I had a chance to turn my own kitchen into a warm, welcoming place for family and friends, just as my grandmother had done with hers. I knew how happy it made her to cook for the people she loved . . . and I realized that I could do the same. To this day, I never cook “just enough” for whoever is in the house. I always cook for “just in case”. . . as in, just in case a friend drops by, just in case the neighbor smells the food, just in case a cousin happens to be in town. Worst-case scenario, leftovers!


Cooking is my therapy. When I’m stressed, cooking takes me to a wonderful faraway place. In fact, very often I’ve already tasted my way through an entire meal by the time dinner is served.
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After I married in 1999, I continued working at Rosa Mexicano until a month before my son, Salif, was born. At that point I knew it was time for me to leave so that I could devote myself to spending quality time with him. But I didn’t lose touch with the restaurant business entirely. Having instituted and organized a highly successful gospel brunch at Sylvia’s, I was contacted by Chef Michael Lomonaco and his colleagues at Windows on the World to do the same for their restaurant. I did it, and within six months, their Sunday revenues increased by 65 percent. Unfortunately, that all ended tragically on 9/11. Never forget . . .


By 2004, Salif wasn’t a baby anymore—he was in school and he could talk to me to let me know if anything went wrong. Also, around that time, my marriage was breaking up. I was on an airplane one day and, for some reason, that same old announcement I’d heard flight attendants make hundreds of times—“In case of an emergency, put on your own mask first and then take care of others”—took on a completely different meaning. It hit me that, as a caregiver, taking care of others wasn’t quite enough. I had to look in the mirror and start taking care of me. It was time to open my own restaurant.


In 2005, sadly, Josefina Howard died, but her business partners, Doug Griebel and Dan Hickey, have continued to build on Rosa Mexicano’s success. Of course, I knew them both well and we had kept in touch after I left the restaurant. In 2005, they opened a big new branch on East Eighteenth Street in the space that had been occupied by another well-known restaurant, America. They were redecorating, and since they knew I was also in the process of opening Melba’s, they asked me to come and look at the furniture, equipment, and cutlery they weren’t going to be keeping to see if there was anything I could use. My assumption was that they would charge me for whatever I took; but, in fact, they gave it all to me for FREE. Doug and Dan’s generosity saved me many thousands of dollars and, to this day, much of the silverware, bathroom sinks, as well as the bar stools at Melba’s, come from America.


Although I entered the food-service business through the back door of customer service and marketing, I never forgot my roots in Grandma Mea’s kitchen. From the moment I opened the doors at Melba’s in July 2005, the “default setting” has been the classic recipes of my Carolina heritage with a dash of extra spice, a little urban edge, a taste of the melting pot, and a few “dee-lish” twists. My cooking philosophy starts with the freshest local ingredients, because that’s what my family has used for so long.


Another major theme in my restaurant and catering business is family-style service, which follows in the tradition of church and backyard cookouts, where everybody brings something and it’s a potluck feast.




Melba’s Five Lessons for Life In and Out of the Kitchen


I’m still working on these, so let’s put them in the pot and stir it up together.
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