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Praise for

Southern INSPIRED

“Ever since we saw Chef Jernard compete in the finals of Food Network Star, we knew he would be on TV for many years to come. Jernard’s work ethic is second to none.”

—Jon Steinlauf, chief US advertising sales officer of Discovery, Inc.

“Southern Inspired is a delicious collection of recipes and stories personally curated from my friend Jernard Wells. His new cookbook is for everyone who enjoys cooking, and I personally love the way he puts a soulful touch on each dish, from Italian to Mexican, while still paying homage to his southern roots! He is celebrating American Food from his experience, and every recipe is wonderfully packed with flavor and loaded with history.”

—Melba Wilson, owner of Melba’s Restaurant in Harlem, New York City

“A popular phrase is KISS: keep it simple, stupid. When you read Chef Jernard’s cookbook you realize he has put a twist on the phrase and it’s KISF: keep it simply fantastic! Chef Jernard delivers an easy-to-use cookbook that I’m happy to tell everyone I’m using in my kitchen!”

—Rushion McDonald, two-time Emmy Award–winning executive producer and CEO of 3815 Media

“Every single page of Southern Inspired is packed with delicious recipes and stories that inspire us all to celebrate our roots. You can feel Chef Jernard’s personality and dedication to his craft throughout the book. His larger than life personality, his down home easy approach to making food that has inspired him throughout his culinary journey, and his ability to put his signature Southern spin on everything he touches make him one of today’s hottest celebrity chefs. He has the full package and takes great pride in making sure he feeds your mind, body, and soul. He is the truth, and you will want to make every single recipe. This hot new book shows you just why Chef Jernard Wells is one of today’s hottest Southern Chefs in the culinary game!”

—Rochelle Brown and Sonia Armstead, Executive Producers, New Soul Kitchen, Powerhouse Productions
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Foreword

FOOD IS SUCH AN ESSENTIAL PART OF OUR CULTURE—AND GOOD food represents so much more than a meal. Our ancestors’ resilience and creativity are exemplified by the selection of ingredients in many of the dishes we enjoy as traditional cuisine and sacred family recipes. Some of our fondest memories and most profound decisions are made as we break bread with family, friends, and colleagues. It’s how we express love, innovation, community, and fellowship. Those among us who take the art of cooking and use it to extend our heritage, culture, and contribution to society are artisans – just like Chef Jernard Wells.

Chef Jernard holds a special place in my heart. I have spent some of my most profound moments with this talented young chef at my kitchen table, where he shared not just his love of cooking but also his heart. As he whipped up some of his signature dishes, like Southern Sweet Tea Brined Fried Chicken accompanied by sauteed cabbage and turkey bacon, I would sit across the table admiring his passion for his craft and enjoying the stories of his journey. His incredible cooking style and flair for flavor take me back to my own roots—reminding me of the delicious veggies and spices plucked from my home-grown garden and crab legs sourced from the waters in my own backyard. I admire and respect his passion for taking what’s old and making it new again while challenging us to embrace new food experiences like our ancestors of old. From his Chunky Buffalo Cauliflower Bites to Jackfruit and Rice-stuffed Pineapples, Chef Jernard is not afraid to merge ingredients and flavors to create a fusion of simple yet unique dishes that dazzle our taste buds. His effervescent personality and infectious smile also make him hard to ignore. His latest book, Southern Inspired, will introduce you to the stories and recipes I have grown to know and love about Chef Wells, and they will bring you back for more.
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Jernard and I have bonded over great food - an excellent bridge to a great relationship. Ironically enough, it was as he was cooking up one of his great recipes that we discussed the idea of putting him in front of the Urban One audience. Now, Chef Jernard is a staple on cruises for our radio listeners and a popular figure on CLEO TV’s New Soul Kitchen and New Soul Kitchen Remix.

I am incredibly proud of Chef Jernard for using his passion and gift for cooking as his vehicle to impact the world. I am grateful that he and his beautiful family have connected with me and mine, personally and professionally.

Chef Jernard, keep being great and always remember that humble beginnings start in the heart and will take you all around the world.

Cathy Hughes

Founder & Chair

Urban One, Inc.

(Radio One, TV One, Cleo TV, IOne Digital & Reach Media)
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Introduction

I GREW UP IN A LARGE SOUTHERN FAMILY WHERE FOOD WAS AT THE center of our home and community celebrations. It didn’t matter if it was a birthday party, backyard barbecue, or a wedding; food was the guest of honor. And my parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents gave me the most meaningful education in food starting when I was a child. Every Saturday, I watched my great-grandmother, Mrs. Lizzie Mae Young (whom we all called Lil Momma) prepare feasts of sun tea–brined fried chicken, juicy grilled pork chops, cast iron corn bread, Dagwood sandwiches filled with freshly smoked meats and cheeses from our smokehouse on the farm, glazed strawberry lemon cake, and her irresistible banana pudding. Lil Momma used to say to me, “Nardi” (she called me Nardi), “You have to make sure you feel a certain way before you even step foot into the kitchen to cook.” She didn’t have to explain what she meant. It was a lesson as great as any technique or cuisine theory I would ever learn: your intention and emotions flavor your food as much as any herb or spice ever could.

Lil Momma made everything on Saturday because Sunday mornings were spent loading up her picnic baskets with Tupperware containers of “goodness” before heading off to church. Now, in the South our services used to last for what seemed like forever—maybe three or four hours, which is a lifetime for kids. Lil Momma knew that to keep me and my sisters from complaining, she’d have to feed us at some point. And just when we thought we couldn’t take it anymore, the service would end and out came the Tupperware—green lids, yellow lids, orange lids—I always knew where to find my favorites! Then we’d eat, forgetting that our toes were pinched in our dress shoes and our necks were scratchy from our church clothes. I never knew that cold chicken could taste so good! But it wasn’t just the food itself; it was the love my great-grandmother infused into her food that made it taste so delicious. It was the love!

Over the years, I developed an appreciation and respect for the food we ate. I learned how the Southern classics my family cooked had originated and how critical these foods were to the foundation of what we call American cuisine (I’ll get to that again in just a few pages). But more importantly, I saw how food brought people together, broke down barriers, built fellowship, and cleared the way for love to take hold.

My Culinary Journey

As a chef, I speak through food and food speaks through me. Cooking for me has always been about the four F’s: faith, family, food, and fun! I come from a big family with a long line of chefs and entrepreneurs. Food was, and still is, the cornerstone of who I am and how I’ve lived my life.
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At the 2020 Taste Awards in Los Angeles with my sister Shannon; my mom, Gwendolyn; and my brother Adam when I was inducted into the Taste Hall of Fame.

Everybody has an origin story. It doesn’t matt er who you are or where you’re from—everybody started from somewhere and has a story to tell. Sometimes life is familiar and predictable, and other times you think life is taking you down one path only to discover that your destiny lies elsewhere. Take my origin story, for example. Even after I started college, I believed that I was going to be a lawyer. That’s right, the “Chef of Love” (a nickname from my early years as a teen chef), Attorney-at-Law! If there’s one thing that I want you to know, it’s this: I didn’t choose food, food chose me. Let me take you back . . .

One of my favorite shows to watch when I was a kid was reruns of the 1960’s comedy series, The Beverly Hillbillies. Man, I loved that show! It centers on a man named Jed Clampett, who picked up his family and moved from the rural hills of the Ozarks to Beverly Hills, a city with swimming pools and movie stars. Our family made its own cross-country journey. But unlike Jed, my dad, Matt, picked up his family from Chicago—a city with deep-dish pizza and Oprah—and moved us to Michigan City, Mississippi, a down-home, deeply Southern town with dirt roads and cotton fields. Talk about culture shock! But right there is where my journey really started.
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I loved visiting with my grandparents, Lizzie Maye and Peter in Mississippi, on our family farm. As a kid, I spent many of my summer days running around the fields and gardens and working with my grandfather.

You see, we moved to Mississippi to help tend to my great-grandparents’ farm. They had some 200-odd acres full of cattle, hogs, chickens, soybeans, corn, and various vegetable crops. There I learned the value of hard work and the meaning of “salt of the earth” communities. It was also the place where I developed an appreciation for fresh fruits and vegetables and grew to understand the importance of knowing where our food comes from and how that can impact our health. I didn’t know it at the time, but the foundation for my career was being laid!

From about the age of 10, I spent a lot of time in the kitchen with Lil Momma. She and my mom, Gwen, had so much fun cooking that I wanted some of that for myself! Our kitchen was always filled with laughter and the most intoxicating smells that would make your knees buckle just waiting to see what would come out of the oven or off the stove. It was from them that I learned the value of a well-seasoned cast iron pot, as well as stories about our culture and history as a family, how we came from former slaves, Apache chiefs, and yes, some Irish too. My mom would say to me, “Nardi, you have to learn how to cook because you don’t know if you’ll ever get married and you gotta know how to take care of yourself.” At least that’s what she said, but looking back on it, she might have seen something in me that I didn’t see in myself at the time: a budding love for food and an understanding of how food connects us all.

But it wasn’t only my mom and great-grandmother who introduced me to the magic of cooking. My dad, Matt, was an entrepreneur and cook himself. He would have me right by his side as he spent hours cooking and packaging meals to sell to the community. I can still smell that hickory wood from the smokehouse we had on the farm, how it would get into our clothes and cling to us like a smoky souvenir, allowing us to relive the joy of the day as we cooked brisket, ribs, and ham for hours at a time. And my dad and I would just talk, not about anything specific—just enjoying each other’s company. I realized later that was our time to be together, father and son. Those were some of my fondest memories from growing up.
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Me and Keena on our wedding day on June 25th, 1999. That day, not only did I get married to my true love, partner, and biggest cheerleader, but I also made the food for our celebration!

When I was 16, my dad passed away. I knew our lives had changed, and I didn’t want to burden my mom with all the things a 16-year-old boy wanted (namely, a car). So, I figured I’d make some money doing something that I already knew how to do and was pretty good at: cooking. I went to my mom with $50 in my pocket and told her I wanted to open a restaurant. Gwen looked at me like I was crazy and said, “Where are you going to open a restaurant with $50?” I told her, “Your kitchen!” My mom didn’t skip a beat. She told me to dust off the encyclopedias that I had never cracked open and come up with a business plan. When she got home that night, I handed her the proposal, and the next day she took me down to City Hall to get a business license. After a lot of laughs and snide remarks, I left that office with my license in hand!
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My Mississippi Love BBQ Lasagna (page 10) will become your go-to recipe in a heartbeat.

Long story short, by the end of that summer I was making $3,000 a month cooking! I continued my business until I graduated from high school, but I didn’t recognize it as a career for myself because I had always believed that I was going to be a lawyer. Even though I really loved what I was doing—and was making money doing it—I couldn’t see it as my future.

It wasn’t until I was attending Rust College in Holly Springs, Mississippi, majoring in political science—because I was going to be a lawyer, remember—that my eyes were opened, and I stepped into my destiny. It was there that I bought my first brick-and-mortar restaurant in my freshman year, right across from the campus. A year later, I would graduate from the Memphis Culinary Academy and the rest, as they say, is history. A history spanning the last two decades as an executive chef and restaurateur with TV appearances across numerous networks, and culminating in hosting my own signature TV shows, New Soul Kitchen and New Soul Kitchen Remix on CLEO TV—but I’ve only just begun!
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This picture was taken in All New Deli, my first brick-and-mortar in Holly Springs, Mississippi, where the menu featured some of my favorite sandwiches and Southern meals.

So that’s my origin story. And through the stories I heard from my mom and Lil Momma, I learned that cuisines have origin stories too. Cultures blend and borrow from each other as they evolve to create unmistakable dishes. American cuisine is the epitome of such blending, as we are a nation built on diversity. But American food wouldn’t be what it is today without Southern cuisine—especially the cuisine of the African American cooks whose contributions came to define it.

American Cuisine Took Root in the South

You can’t tell the history of America without acknowledging the pain, struggle, and contributions of formerly enslaved Africans, just like you can’t have what we call American cuisine without acknowledging the contributions of African American cooking as a building block in its foundation, despite its heinous origins.

Foods that were brought to America by enslaved Africans include rice (specifically, Carolina Gold), okra, black-eyed peas, yams, watermelon, kola nut, leafy greens, coffee, sorghum, and millet. Our grace as a people lies in our respect for these foods—how they nourished our bodies and, in turn, connected us to our past and to each other as a community. Cooking techniques such as barbecuing, and dishes like gumbo and jambalaya, have been woven into American culture and cuisine, but all have roots in Africa.

Throughout my life I’ve learned that one of the biggest myths in the culinary world is that “soul food” is only African American food—separate from American cuisine. This is a stereotype. What I know for certain is that the “soul” in soul food is the feeling, the love, the joy that you experience when eating or cooking food that touches you to your core. Simply put, it’s cooking from the heart.

There would be no American cuisine without the “soul” inspired by enslaved Southern cooks, and my cooking style was built on that legacy.

Southern Inspired

I believe that food has always brought us together and that breaking bread with one another is a universal expression of love and community. I hope you’ll welcome me into your kitchen as we journey across borders with recipes inspired by my Southern roots—from regional classics like Creole Red Beans and Rice and Shrimp and Sausage Étouffée to creative new favorites that represent the stages of my culinary journey like Blackened Salmon with Coconut Cream Crawfish Sauce and Black and Pink Peppercorn Crusted Petite Filet with Whiskey Glaze. Join me as I share easy-to-follow recipes like Mississippi Love BBQ Lasagna, Lollipop Drumsticks with Whiskey Chipotle Sauce, Lemon Pepper Chicken Skewers, Jackfruit and Rice Stuffed Pineapples, and “Brown Sugar Baby” Peach Cobblers. With chapters devoted to vegetarian dishes, a backyard barbecue, a holiday feast, and more, Southern Inspired has something for everyone!

I hope sharing these dishes brings you as much joy as I felt creating them. I promise you that I’ve put as much love into this collection as if I was cooking for Lil Momma herself. Enjoy!

Chef Jernard
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THE WORD HOME OFTEN EVOKES FEELINGS OF COMFORT, LOVE, closeness, and familiarity. Why do you think so many common phrases draw meaning from its usage? Homestyle, homesick, down-home, there’s no place like home, home sweet home—the list is endless. Part of what makes a house a home are the connections and memories that develop as families grow—many of which are rooted in shared meals and celebrations.

My siblings and I were blessed to have grown up in a home with loving parents who helped shape us while gifting us with lasting memories—many of them connected to joyous times spent around our table. But my mom, Gwen, was truly the backbone and driving force in our family. She didn’t let anything hold her back from achieving her dreams and embracing her passions. She worked in the entertainment industry before switching to nursing. All the while, she had channeled her long-held love for baking—so when she retired from nursing after 28 years, she became a pastry chef!

It takes a certain type of cleverness to teach people when they don’t know they’re learning, and Gwen had that gift. She planted seeds when I was distracted and taught me lessons when I wasn’t paying attention—seeds and lessons that grew into the foundation of the chef I am today.

One of Gwen’s lessons cemented itself as a cornerstone in my cooking style: “Take something you really love and bring it into your world, make it uniquely yours.” The first time she inspired me with this piece of wisdom was when I saw her make Mississippi Love BBQ Lasagna. As I watched her blend traditional lasagna ingredients—flat noodles, crushed tomatoes, oregano, and parsley—with our family recipe barbecue sauce and smokehouse cheeses, it all made sense. It didn’t hurt that she baked that bad boy to perfection in her trusty cast iron skillet over our wood-burning stove out back. But don’t worry, I’ve modified this recipe so you won’t have to go out and chop wood for the fire. Your oven will do just fine!

It’s said that you can’t go home again, but I think you can—if just for the time it takes to finish a meal made with one of these nine uniquely inspired dishes from my childhood. There’s always a place for you at the table.

And always listen to your momma!




Mississippi Love BBQ Lasagna | SERVES 6–8

THERE’S ONE PHILOSOPHY AROUND FOOD that was instilled in me as a child that I’ve carried over into my career as a chef. That is to draw inspiration from my Southern roots as an African American and balance those culinary traditions with those of other cultures and flavors. In other words, take what you know combined with what you admire to create familiar yet unique flavors—and Mississippi Love BBQ Lasagna is just that! Here, I take a cue from my mom and blend traditional lasagna ingredients with sweet barbecue sauce and use four kinds of cheese—ricotta, Parmesan, smoked provolone, and smoked mozzarella—to give this dish a smoky and tangy quality yet unmistakable lasagna flavor. Your taste buds will thank you!


3 tablespoons olive oil

6 garlic cloves, minced

½ cup small-diced yellow onion

½ cup small-diced green bell pepper

Kosher salt

Cracked black pepper

1 pound ground beef

8 ounces mild ground Italian sausage

3 cups your favorite barbecue sauce

7 Roma tomatoes, crushed

2 teaspoons dried oregano

32 ounces whole-milk ricotta cheese

¾ cup grated Parmesan or Romano cheese, divided, plus more for garnish

1 pound no-boil lasagna noodles

2 cups shredded smoked provolone cheese

2 cups shredded smoked mozzarella cheese

Chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley, for garnish



1. Preheat the oven to 350 degrees F. Have ready a 9 × 9-inch or 9 × 13-inch baking pan.

2. Heat the oil in a large cast iron skillet or sauté pan over medium-high heat. Add the garlic, yellow onion, and green bell pepper and season with salt and pepper as desired
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		Chapter 11: Desserts to Die For from My Momma’s Kitchen



		Mother of Love Strawberry Lemon Zest Bundt Cake



		Granny Gwen’s Banana Pudding



		“Brown Sugar Baby” Peach Cobblers



		Oatmeal, Chocolate, Raisin, and Almond Cookies



		Punch Bowl Cake



		Sweet Potato Pie



		Crunchy Peanut Butter Candy Ice Cream S’mores









		Chapter 12: Sippin’



		Peach-Blackberry Mint Julep



		This Is the Whiskey Sour



		Get Your Life Right Party Punch



		Granny Gwen’s Party Rainbow Frappe



		Citrusy Lime Margarita



		Jernard’s Georgia Pineapple-Ginger-Peach Slushy









		Chapter 13: Holiday



		Fried Cornish Hens with Grandma’s Corn Bread Dressing



		Whipped Mashed Sweet Potatoes



		BBQ Baked Salmon



		Holiday Charcuterie Board



		Cheesy Collard and Mustard Green Bake



		Roasted Root Vegetable Sheet Tray
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