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Dinner with the Dean of Southern
Cuisine
If you take Chef Joe Randall’s cooking class in Savannah, Georgia, come
hungry and wear loose clothes. This is not one of those cooking
demonstrations where everyone gets a morsel to taste; it’s a full four-course
meal like you only get in the Low Country.

On the 15th anniversary of his Savannah cooking school—which also marks
his 52 years in the hospitality and food industry—Randall, 69, served shrimp
and grits, fried green tomatoes on a bed of Bibb lettuce, okra and butter
beans, Gullah crab rice and pan-fried snapper, followed by peach cobbler with
ice cream. No one left hungry and everyone left entertained—including the
chef.

“You asked me how I keep going at my age,” he says, “and my wife sure wants
me to retire. But when you’re having this much fun, it’s hard to walk away.
Besides, the boss ain’t mean—since the boss is me.”

Randall started cooking as a young man in the Air Force. An uncle who
owned a restaurant in his native Pittsburgh “gave me a tease for the
business,” he says. “I was free labor but it was a joy.”

He went on to apprentice under two award-winning chefs at different hotels
in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, and then began the peripatetic life of a working
chef with a passion for different cuisines. He worked on both coasts and met
his wife, Barbara, while working in Sacramento. He became executive chef,
first at The Cloister in Buffalo, New York, and then at the Fishmarket in
Baltimore. In the late 1990s, he came to visit an artist friend in Savannah.
The president of the Savannah College of Art and Design offered to put him

http://www.chefjoerandall.com/
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up in one of its guest houses, and asked if he’d cook a dinner. By the end of
the soup course, he was the director of food service for the 12,000-student
school. When that gig ended, he opened his own cooking school, where he can
seat 20 and has events booked four nights a week.

Randall fell in love with Savannah and with the cuisine of the Gullah-Geechee
people, former slaves who settled on the barrier islands of Georgia and South
Carolina after Emancipation. That authentic Low Country cooking is strongly
influenced by their African roots and uses the ocean’s bounty as a major
ingredient. Unlike other area chefs, Randall maintains the cuisine’s purity.
He eschews the Old Bay seasoning of his home and uses cayenne—liberally—
instead. He cooks with local peanut oil so as not to overpower the flavor. He
also quotes one of his mottos: “Bacon makes it better, and if the bacon doesn’t
do it, add butter.”

He and Barbara manage the class in a seamless choreography born of a 37-
year marriage. She hands him a bowl of flour before he asks, a wet towel,
readies the plates for each course, serves the wine and washes the dishes. She
does not, she says, let him cook at home because he uses too many pans.

A lot has changed in the 52 years Randall has been in the business. A picture
of him with Emeril Lagasse was taken when the two were cooking at an event
for famous foodies at Tavern on the Green in New York City. “Emeril was a
big help getting my school started. I started about the time he was saving the
Food Network, but there weren’t many cooking schools in the United States,”
Randall says. “I’d tell people, ‘It’s just like watching Emeril, only live.’”

The advent of celebrity chefs like Lagasse has been both good and bad for the
restaurant industry, according to Randall. Sometimes, he says, he wants to
get young chefs in a room and tell them that it’s great to be creative but not to
forget the heritage of the food they cook.
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His book, “A Taste of Heritage: The New African-American Cuisine,”
celebrates not only the heritage of food but of African-American cooks and
chefs like the great Edna Lewis. The first chef he apprenticed with in
Pennsylvania was an African-American from Atlanta. White people refused to
work for him so he imported black cooks from the South. “Until 1977,
working in a restaurant was classified as domestic work by the Department of
Labor,” Randall says. “Even classically trained European chefs were
considered domestics. It was hard work at low pay with no benefits. African-
Americans were who worked in the kitchens.”

Something else changed in the food business in 1983. A group of that day’s
celebrity chefs—Julia Child, James Beard and Jacques Pépin—met in New
Orleans to discuss how to define American cuisine. For the next six years, “a
culinary revolution took place,” Randall says. “Tex-Mex, California cuisine, all
sorts of trends emerged. The only cuisine that was already defined was
Southern cooking.”

And Randall has played his own part in helping define Southern cooking.
Known today as the Dean of Southern Cuisine, he did not start out to become
a legend—he simply wanted to cook good food. “If you live long enough and
do a pretty good job, one day you find that you’ve got a legacy,” he says. Part
of that legacy is organizing an upcoming event of leading African-American
female chefs at The Grey, Savannah’s hot new restaurant, hosted by Chef
Mashama Bailey, a contender for this year’s Food & Wine magazine’s People’s
Choice Best Chef in the Southeast award.

Another part of the legacy is putting on the pots at his school and sharing his
knowledge with others. If you sit on one of the stools in his kitchen, you can
taste the legacy when he cooks.

If you’re not heading to Savannah anytime soon, you can create some Low

http://www.chefjoerandall.com/book-a-taste-of-heritage
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Country flavors at home. Here’s Randall’s recipe for shrimp and grits. 

Sea Island Smothered Shrimp on Creamy Stone-Ground Grits

4 slices slab bacon diced

1 cup all-purpose flour

1 medium Vidalia onion diced

4 cloves of garlic minced

1 tablespoon paprika

2 pounds shrimp (medium) peeled and deveined

3 cups of shrimp stock

3 cups fresh chives chopped

½ cup scallion thinly sliced

½ teaspoon cayenne pepper

Salt and pepper to taste 

Rinse shrimp and pat dry. Dredge shrimp in flour, shaking off excess. In a
large skillet, fry the diced slab bacon until brown. Add the Vidalia onions and
sauté 2 minutes. Add garlic and paprika; stir and add the shrimp. Cook for 3
minutes or until shrimp turn pink. Stir in shrimp stock and chives. Reduce
heat and simmer 10 minutes. Add scallions and cayenne pepper. Stir and
season with salt and pepper to taste.

Creamy Stone-Ground Grits
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4 cups water

1 cup stone-ground yellow grits or quick grits

1 teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon white pepper

¼ cup butter

¼ cup heavy cream

Bring water, salt and pepper and butter to a boil in a saucepan. Gradually stir
in grits. Cover and cook over medium heat for 20–25 minutes, stirring
occasionally. Add cream and cook over medium heat for 5–6 minutes longer,
being careful not to burn.

To serve, spoon the grits into the center of a warm soup plate then spoon the
smothered shrimp over the top. Serve immediately.

Serves 8


