
Willie Mae Seaton takes New York 
 
She was born 88 years ago in Mississippi, moved to New Orleans in 1940 with 
her husband and four children and in 1957 opened a bar in Treme that later 
became a restaurant. Last week Willie Mae Seaton went to New York City to 
accept a James Beard Foundation award naming her restaurant a 2005 
America's Classic. 
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NEW YORK 
 
Why had they seated her so far from the stage? 
 
She will be 89 come July. Didn't the organizers have her biography right there in 
front of them? 
 
Even if they hadn't seen the holes cut in her work shoes to accommodate the 
gnarly bunions of her feet, they could have guessed that a long walk would not 
be easy for a woman her age. 
 
That huge, New York hotel ballroom, the stage aglitter with bright lights and star 
chefs, and there she was seated way in the back. 
 
But isn't her long walk up to the front a fitting metaphor for what is about to 
happen? 
 
. . . . . . . 
 
In the old days, there were the other states of the Union, and then there was 
Mississippi, at the back of the pack in all things progressive. 
 
And at the back of the back -- in the back of the buses and at the back of the 
lines -- were that state's black citizens, one of whom was Willie Mae Seaton, nee 
Johnson. 
 
She was born in Crystal Springs, 15 miles from Jackson. "I'm a country girl, " she 
will tell you firmly, even though she has lived in New Orleans since 1940. She 
means by this that she knows all about hard work and country cooking, the taste 
of home-smoked hogs and preserved blackberries. 
 



She might have gone to college, had she not gone to high school with L.S. 
Seaton. 
 
"He was a handsome-looking guy, and popular with the girls, " she recalls. "He 
was olive complexioned with light eyes." 
 
She fell for him and they eloped when she was 17 years old. She came to the city 
during World War II, when her husband got a job at Higgins Shipyards. 
 
By then she had four children, Lillie Mae, Eddie, L.S. Jr. and Charlie. "I've been 
through the mill, " she says. "You know I drove a cab out here for five years? And 
I went to school. I'm a licensed beautician. 
 
"And I worked in the cleaners a few years. I was a silk finisher at Shrewsbury 
Laundry and Cleaners, " Seaton says. "I used to do clothes for all of those movie 
stars from California. Mr. Jim Mozan, he had that business. 
 
"I've been through the mill, baby. Like you see this old lady, I've worked hard. I 
haven't just now started in the restaurant business; I've been in that business all 
my life." 
 
It is her cooking, not those long-ago other jobs, that is responsible for her being 
in New York among the other great chefs at the May 2 James Beard Foundation 
Awards. 
 
The house lights are dim now. The focus is on the stage, on the voice of the 
presenter. 
 
"In 1957 or thereabouts, Willie Mae's Scotch House, a corner tavern, opened in 
the Treme neighborhood of New Orleans. The proprietor then, as now, was Willie 
Mae Seaton, " he says. 
 
"Willie Mae Seaton has earned a sterling reputation for forthright cookery of 
unimpeachable quality. She has done so quietly, one platter of deep-fried chicken 
at a time. And in the process, she has transformed her restaurant from a place 
one eats to a place one belongs." 
 
It is time for her to stand up now. She is not a tall woman. If you are scanning the 
audience for a standing figure, you see no one at first. 
 
. . . . . . . 
 
Her restaurant is like that, not imposing or even easily found. It rests in a long, 
one-story, shotgun double house on the corner of St. Ann and North Tonti 



streets. It is across the street from Phyllis Wheatley School and one block from 
the Lafitte public housing development. 
 
There is a sticker in the window indicating that the Underground Gourmet once 
visited. He did so at the behest of Dr. Frank Minyard, the Orleans Parish coroner. 
 
But that was long ago. The sticker is well-faded now. 
 
"I tell somebody that my great-grandmother has a restaurant, and sometimes 
they don't know where it is or they never heard of it, " says Kerry Seaton 
Blackmon, 25, who has worked at Willie Mae's for about two years. 
 
"Their body language or their response is like, 'Oh well, I never heard of this li'l 
restaurant.' 
 
"To me it was like, 'You never heard of it, but evidently somebody important did. 
And you're going to hear about it.' That's how I felt." 
 
The big food writers have dined here: John T. Edge, author of a series of books 
on emblematic American foods; Jeffrey Steingarten from Vogue; Ed Levine from 
The New York Times; Calvin Trillin from The New Yorker; Rudy Lombard, author 
of "Creole Feast." They have all praised her food. 
 
And it is a favorite with local dignitaries. Former Public Service Commissioner 
Irma Muse Dixon is there most days. Mayor Ray Nagin is a regular as is 
bandleader Dave Bartholomew and a host of lawyers and judges too long to list. 
 
The name Willie Mae's Scotch House is a vestige from the old days when Seaton 
owned a bar at the corner of St. Philip and Treme streets. Scotch and milk -- 
specifically, Johnnie Walker Black label scotch -- was her signature cocktail, and 
with that there was no problem. 
 
The problem was with selling beer. She had applied for her permit, but it hadn't 
yet come. 
 
So late in 1957, after briefly leasing that corner bar, she moved her operation to 
its current location. 
 
The St. Ann Street front of the building was leased to a hairdresser. The bar was 
in the back, with its entrance on North Tonti. On the other side of the shotgun 
double, then as now, was a kitchen where Seaton cooked her family's meals 
while she tended her bar. 
 



Her customers smelled the food, then asked for it, then tasted it, then made a 
suggestion. 
 
"My customers said, 'The way you cook, you should open a restaurant, ' " she 
recalls. "I said, 'You gave me a good idea.' " 
 
When the hairdresser got ill and closed shop, Seaton turned the front of the 
building into a restaurant. 
 
For roughly three decades she has operated her 30-seat restaurant. In the old 
days, the menu was long. 
 
"Baby, we used to fix sandwiches -- all kinds: shrimp, oyster, hamburger, ham 
and cheese, hot sausage. All of that, baby, " she says. "And we used to cook 
turkey wings, meatloaf, barbecue ribs, macaroni and cheese. I used to cook 
stewed hens on Sunday -- I used to be open on Sunday -- string beans with 
potatoes, mustard greens, turnip greens, spinach, sweet potato pies, coconut 
cakes from scratch and all that." 
 
Time has taken its toll. The menu is smaller, consisting mostly of red and white 
beans, fried chicken, fried pork chops, smothered chicken, smothered veal chops 
and, on Fridays, fried trout and shrimp. 
 
Some things haven't changed. The rice is still real rice, not the hard, flavorless, 
parboiled stuff served at most restaurants these days. The french fries are made 
from freshly cut potatoes. The bread pudding, when they have it, is silken and 
sweet. 
 
All the dishes arrive at the table seasoned with the love of a grandmother's 
kitchen. But it is the fried chicken that soars above the versions of that dish 
prepared by even the most loving of grandmothers. 
 
You may ask the secret of the dish. "I'm the only one in the city who uses a wet 
batter for my chicken. I make it myself, " Seaton will tell you. Beyond that, she 
has little to say. 
 
It is not the chicken recipe she grew up with in Mississippi. She learned it from a 
friend whose restaurant was closing. He refused to divulge it, then relented after 
exacting a promise from her that she would never tell the secret to anyone. It is a 
bargain she has kept. 
 
Slowly, she emerges from a row near the back. Slowly, her great-granddaughter 
Kerry supporting her on her left side, a kind stranger on her right. She's hunched 
more than usual. A day of walking around New York has exacted its revenge. Her 



knees have not been the problem, she explains as she walks. It's her feet that 
have troubled her for years. But now her knees have conspired to act their age. 
She is limping more than walking. Limping slowly. 
 
. . . . . . . 
 
What a trip it has been, from back-of-town to Broadway, from North Tonti Street 
to the James Beard Awards. 
 
After checking into the Marriott Marquis on Times Square, she has a late lunch, 
then it's off to her first appearance. The Oxford American: the Southern Magazine 
of Good Writing is having a party to celebrate its food issue. The KGB bar, the 
scene of the party, is a small, second-story room. 
 
By the time Seaton arrives, it's standing room only. A dozen people walk out onto 
the landing as she makes her way up the stairs. One foot steps up; the other 
joins it; they pause, and then take another step. Someone vacates a seat for her. 
 
From the podium, it is announced that Willie Mae Seaton, a winner of the 2005 
James Beard Foundation's America's Classic honor, is in the house. Attention 
focuses on her, this gray-haired woman who has come from New Orleans to 
collect her award and receive her fans. 
 
Would she like a drink? Jack Daniels and Coke. 
 
The rest of the evening is a fast-paced blur of parties, hors d'oeuvres and 
champagne. 
 
Bon Appetit and the Chef's Warehouse are hosting parties. 
 
John Besh, the chef at Restaurant August, is a nominee for the Beard award for 
Best Chef of the Southeast. His food is deliciously intricate, but he wants to meet 
Seaton, this country girl who can talk to him about cracklin' cornbread and the 
other dishes his grandmother made for him when he was a country boy on the 
north shore of Lake Pontchartrain. 
 
Champagne and sushi are being passed around. Seaton indulges heavily in the 
former and lightly in the latter. 
 
She is a night owl. Though she is best known for her cooking, she has also 
enjoyed her fair share of late nights as a bar owner and bar patron. 
 
The night grows old. Still, she resists the efforts to send her to bed early. 
 



"Ooh, boy, I'm so excited. And oh, baby, it's just beautiful. I'm enjoying myself to 
the highest degree, " she says. 
 
"People are just so warm and treat you so nice. This is the nicest thing I ever 
went to in life. I really didn't expect all this warmness and all these parties." 
 
The next morning, the day of the awards ceremony, Seaton begins her day at the 
Fauchon café in the Drake Hotel on Park Avenue, the pink and black monument 
to French-style living. It is one of the few places outside Paris that you can get 
Fauchon tea and coffee. 
 
It is the only coffee Seaton approves of during her trip to New York. It costs $5 a 
cup. 
 
Lunch is at the Union Square Café, where, told of Seaton's presence, celebrity 
chef Michael Romano comes out of the kitchen to greet her. 
 
She pays him high compliments in plain language. "You have a beautiful place 
here, " she says, having finished every drop of her soup du jour. "And you were 
so nice to come out and see us." 
 
You see her, struggling slowly toward the stage, and you understand. The 
distance she has traveled is best measured not in yards or miles, but in years. 
 
The America's Classic award is for those venerable restaurants that, while not 
white-tablecloth establishments, have maintained the traditions and standards of 
American food. 
 
Willie Mae Seaton is a symbol to you then, a symbol of those mothers and 
grandmothers and aunts who nurtured their families with food. A symbol of all 
cooks whose food has been the backbone of this country's culinary heritage. 
 
Your applause, which started as polite acknowledgment, grows louder, more 
enthusiastic. 
 
This evening is dedicated to the memory of Julia Child, the woman who brought 
French cooking to Middle American kitchens. But step by step, it becomes clear. 
This moment belongs not to her, but to Willie Mae Seaton. 
 
Slowly, Seaton ascends to the stage. The announcer lightly touches his finger to 
the corner of his eye. 
 
. . . . . . . 
 



If she had been able to compose herself, so many things could have gone into 
her acceptance speech. For the members of that New York audience longing to 
taste her food, she could have assured them that she has no intention of closing 
her restaurant. 
 
"I don't want to retire, " she could have said. "You know why? My clientele is so 
good and my customers just don't want to hear me say I'm going to close. My 
customers love me dearly and I love them, too. The rich and the poor, the black 
and the white, doctors and lawyers and the regular folks, too." 
 
She could have spoken about her son Charlie Seaton, who works by her side 
these days, taking orders and keeping the building in good repair. 
 
Or she could have talked about the fall of 2002. 
 
She had been sick then. But, newly released from the hospital, all she could talk 
about was opening the restaurant again. 
 
It was Kerry, Charlie's granddaughter, who interrupted her graduate school 
studies in public administration to help re-open Willie Mae's. 
 
But the character who stars in all conversations about the restaurant is Seaton's 
late daughter, Lillie Mae. That part of the conversation begins in lively fashion. 
 
Sexy and sassy, Lillie Mae had a quick-witted answer for every flirtatious 
customer. And she could cook. 
 
She was the one who made the sweet potato pies. She was the one who, side by 
side with her mother, scrubbed chitterlings and cooked them to the delight of civil 
rights movement heroine Oretha Castle Haley. 
 
From the restaurant to St. Rita of Lima Church, to the shopping center to the 
grocery store, mother and daughter were inseparable. 
 
Seaton speaks freely, gaily of these things, then her tone takes a somber turn. 
 
Seaton has lost two children. Both Lillie Mae and L.S. Jr. died in 1991. "Every 
holiday, " Seaton says, "I take flowers to their graves, my daughter and my son." 
 
Father's Day, Mother's Day or birthdays, they both get flowers, she says. "When I 
take care of one, I take care of the other." 
 
It is the loss of Lillie Mae that weighs heavily on her. Charlie and Kerry, they work 
hard. But they are not Lillie Mae. 



 
She has reached the podium now. She tries to compose herself, but behind her 
glasses, her eyes are filled with tears. 
 
She opens her mouth to speak. First nothing comes out. 
 
What she says then will be remembered for its plainness and honesty. It will be 
talked about for the rest of the evening. 
 
"I'm just so full, " she says. "I didn't want to break down. It's just so great. It's just 
such a good feeling. I just can't explain it. I do my best to try to serve the people." 
 
With those words, her speech is ended. 
 
Her gentle conquest of the New York food world is complete. 
 
. . . . . . . 
 
Columnist Lolis Eric Elie can be reached at lelie@timespicayune.com, or at (504) 
826-3330. 
 


