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We dedicate this book to all the friends and customers whom it has been our pleasure to know and serve throughout these past sixty years and, especially, to our Mr. L. H. Wilkes, “Papa,” who is greatly loved and missed.
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An Appreciation

There was a time not too long past when, if asked where to dine in the South, the first words to come spilling from my mouth were not “Mrs. Wilkes’ Boardinghouse in Savannah, Georgia.” Over the course of the past year, I have spent many happy hours at Mrs. Wilkes’ table and, as a result, have come to appreciate the error of my ways.

How jaded was my palate, how blind was I to history, that I had not recognized Mrs. Wilkes’ for what it is: perhaps the South’s most venerable family restaurant, a modern-day reliquary of old-fashioned country cookery, where the tables groan beneath the weight of a midday repast and history stands still on the plate for all to admire.

Just this day, I sat down to a feast of fried chicken sheathed in a soft, blonde crust flecked with black pepper, butterbeans swimming in potlikker, sweet creamed corn, ropy stewed okra, dusky collard greens, soft whorls of mashed sweet potatoes brightened with raisins, and bone-white biscuits that cleave in two with the slightest prod. In total, thirteen bowls of vegetables and three platters of meats blanketed the oilcloth-clad table, not to mention two baskets of coarse cornbread. As for the other seven tables, they too were crowded with food, and surrounded by intent eaters. To slake my thirst, I drank sweet tea from tall, sweaty glasses. For dessert, they passed monkey bowls full of sunshine-yellow banana pudding, studded with vanilla wafers, and I ate my fill.

It is a typical summer afternoon on West Jones Street, a wide brick boulevard lined with regal, redbrick townhouses and somber, nineteenth-century brownstones framed by filigrees of wrought iron. Moss hangs from the gnarled boughs of the live oak trees that span the street, swirling in the breeze like silvery tinsel bleached a dull gray by the sun. A line of hungry customers snakes back from the front door of the dining room along the ancient brick sidewalk. Though neon-hued nasturtiums bloom in the window boxes, and honeysuckle climbs the fence by the lane, their scents are lost in a savory fog that spirals upward from the kitchen chimney, smelling of country-cured ham and sweet stewed cabbage.

Inside, four generations of the Wilkes family work the ground-floor, brick and wainscot-walled dining room at 107 West Jones. Home from college for the summer, Emily and Ryon Thompson, the great-grandchildren of family matriarch Sema Wilkes, pour tea and greet customers. Their father, Ronnie, works the phones, ordering corn by the bushel and okra by the crate, all the while keeping up a steady banter with the kitchen staff. Ronnie’s wife, Marcia, granddaughter of Mrs. Wilkes, stops in to lend a hand during the lunch rush. Her father, Bill Martin, works the cash register, while her mother, Margie, perches on a ladder-back chair, poring over the accounting ledgers.

That’s Mrs. Wilkes over by the oak bureau, a cupcake of a woman, her face framed by a poof of gray curls. At age ninety-four she is the queen of all she surveys, the grande doyenne of Southern dining. And her adoring customers know it. Like supplicants to the altar, they approach, pen in hand, hoping to secure an autograph or glean a recipe. Some came to know Mrs. Wilkes and her restaurant only recently when she was awarded the James Beard America’s Regional Classics Award. Others are regulars who were weaned on her stewed okra, reared on her meatloaf and mashed potatoes.

At age ninety-four she is the queen of all she surveys, the grande doyenne of Southern dining.
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She smiles at all, winks at some, gives a pinch on the elbow to a precious few, and avoids questions with grace and good humor. Ask her how her little dining room came to be known internationally, how she came to fry chicken in Belgium and bake biscuits in Japan, how she came to be celebrated as the “Julia Child of country cooking,” and she’ll fix you with a slight, engaging smile and say, without a trace of irony, “One came and told another; it happened like that.” Ask her the secret to the biscuits that Craig Claiborne once praised as “one of the greatest things, ever, to happen in my life,” and she’ll say, “The recipe is in my cookbook. How many would you like?” Tell her that her dining room has inspired a new generation of restaurant chefs and served as a sort of living history museum of Southern cookery for legions of vacationing outlanders, and she’ll ask, “Would you like some more chicken, maybe another biscuit?”

At a time when only 55% of all restaurants last even three years, Sema Wilkes will soon celebrate her sixth decade of serving country cooking, rich with history, steeped in tradition, unsullied by pretense. Ever since the day in 1943 when she took over the reins of a nondescript railroad boardinghouse on a sun-dappled brick street off Pulaski Square in downtown Savannah, Mrs. Wilkes has worked hard to secure a reputation for fine food and good service, one simple, honest meal at a time. That she continues to thrive today at the age of 94 is a tribute to the love and support of a strong family and a dedicated staff with whom I had the great pleasure of working.

Mrs. Wilkes, thank you for inviting me to your table. I can’t remember when last I have eaten so well or learned so much. I hope that the following text does you proud—and in so doing illuminates an important chapter in American culinary history.

 John T. Edge
August 1, 2000
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SEMA WITH HUSBAND, LOIS, AND DAUGHTER, MARGIE, IN 1926.
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Boardinghouse Ruminations

A century ago, even fifty years ago, most Southern towns boasted a boardinghouse, maybe even two or three or more, where a drummer with a trunk full of gewgaws or a Bible salesman with a gold tooth and a sincere smile could expect to find a simple, quiet room furnished with a clean, iron bed, and a communal dining room that offered at least two hearty meals a day.

In those days, boardinghouses fed more than just itinerants. In contrast to the major cities where old-line restaurants served continental cuisine to the elite, boardinghouse food was de rigueur daily fare for locals, among them young, working-class laborers, spinster schoolteachers, widowed bankers, washerwomen, and middle-aged, middle-class merchants alike.

Of course, there were some homes where the food could be dismissed as the work of a slattern with a greasy skillet, but more often than not, the collard greens that showed up on the table Wednesday afternoon had been picked by the cook that morning and flavored with a bit of fatback from a hog her cousin killed and quartered a few months back. Come breakfast time, the eggs came from the henhouse around back, the syrup from a friend out in the country with a patch of sugarcane, the grits from a local miller who had a way with corn and a stone burr.

Such has ever been the case with the food at Mrs. Wilkes’ Boarding-house, a Savannah, Georgia, institution since the 1940s. At the time Sema Wilkes took over
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