
Justin Wilson was born in 1914 in Roseland, Louisiana, the second
youngest of seven children of Harry D. Wilson the Louisiana Com-
missioner of Agriculture and Forestry from 1916 to 1948 and a former
member of the Louisiana House of Representatives. Mr. Harry was
of Welsh decent, while his wife Oliveti was of French descent. Who
knew what an influence she would be on a great American chef,
beginning as a small boy at her apron strings?  She was known as
an expert in the kitchen and taught Justin how to cook everything
from seafood to squirrel to deer, fried spicy with a kick.

When I met Miss Oliveti and her two daughters, Olivette Garrison
and Menette Kemp in the 1960’s, she was living in the North Laurel
Street house, shown in the photo. I had just married Larry and moved
to Amite when she invited us over. At first meeting, I knew I was in
the presence of a “great southern belle.”   I was especially drawn to
Miss Olivette Garrison, Justin’s sister. We co-hosted bridal showers
and garden club meetings, and card parties. Despite the great age-
difference, we became friends.  I always felt she had taken me under
her wing to socially educate me properly. Visiting her home was
such a joy; she was a gracious hostess. 

Justin’s mother was a wonderful musician who loved to entertain
her guests, even late into her late eighties.  In 1970, the Wilson’s

threw a celebration
for Miss Oliveti
honoring her on
her 90th birthday.
I’ll never forget
Larry and I being
there in the front
room when Justin
said, “Mama, tele-
phone.”  He had
arranged for Presi-
dent Richard Nixon

to call and wish her Happy Birthday. What a special evening; what
a devoted son.

Larry’s grandmother, “Meme,” to us and Justin, was “Miss Lucy”
to everyone else in Amite City.  She was quite the local socialite,
wife of attorney, Shelby S. Reid, Sr., personal attorney for Huey P.
Long. She was my example of the perfect Louisiana lady, straight
from the pages of Southern Living.  She dressed every morning, styl-
ish head-to-toe, in hose and heels, gorgeous gray hair upswept,
pearl earrings and makeup in place. (No need to mention the strand
of pearls that’s a natural for any girl raised in the south as “MeMe”
was at Fairview Plantation in St. Francisville. (It later burned.)

She was one of Miss Oliveti’s best friends, and was Justin’s god-
mother.  She would speak fondly of her godson, but also talk of his
wandering eye and his mischievous ways. Known as a fantastic
cook herself, I’m not sure she agreed with all his foolishness, just to
prepare a meal. And she would always point out, “He grew up in

Amite. He never talked like that. That is all a bunch of put-on.”
He did not start out to be a great chef, but instead was given a

state job by his father, Harry Wilson, who had friends in high places.
Justin began his career as a safety engineer, (in other words, he in-
spected pot holes), and he traveled throughout south Louisiana, par-
ticularly Acadiana.  The safety lectures that he made to refinery
workers were boring and tiresome, but they prompted him to be-
come a Cajun storyteller, and he enjoyed being paid just to ride
around in a state car.  He remembered it this way on the back cover
of The Justin Wilson Cook Book: 

“Way back when I first started as a safety engineer, I took myself
pretty seriously, and I found I was putting my audiences to sleep.
So having lived all my life among the Cajuns of Louisiana, and hav-
ing a good memory for the patois and the type of humor Cajuns go
for, I started interspersing my talks on safety with Cajun humor.”

What he didn’t tell was, Justin was always a storyteller, but he did-
n't do it for a living. Rather, the Amite native spun his folksy Cajun
stories -- using an adopted Cajun accent -- for his family, his friends
and those he encountered during his travels through the state. Or as
“MeMe” said, he was putting-on.
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Then, in the early 1930s, he met the iconic American humorist
Will Rogers. That encounter, according to The New York Times, would
end up inspiring Wilson to embark on a second career as a humorist.
Goodbye potholes; hello stardom.

"He told me always to tell 'em clean," Wilson reportedly said of
Rogers, "and always tell your audience something serious, or
they'll think you're a complete fool." Using that advice, Wilson over
the years would write multiple cookbooks and humor books, record
27 albums of short stories and -- perhaps most notably -- host a num-
ber of nationally televised cooking series on PBS, all punctuated by
his now-famous catchphrase: "I garontee!"

In 1997, he published the cookbook "Looking Back", which com-
bined his first two cookbooks in a hardcover format, with additional
photos, and notes on how his cooking techniques had changed (I.e.:
using Olive Oil instead of Oleo) since those early cookbooks were
published. A companion series was produced, also titled "Looking
Back" and broadcast nationwide on PBS, which was a repackaging
of Justin's very first Television Cooking show from 1971, with new
intros by Justin himself. This was the first time the 1971 programs
were ever seen nationwide, as they were originally produced by
Mississippi Educational Television and, at that time, were only broad-
cast regionally. Today by flipping the channels you can usually find
Justin cookin’ up something in a black iron skillet.

During the mid-nineties The Amite City Chamber of Commerce
formed a museum committee (I was co-chairman with Patsy Gray),
and our first exhibit was of our local boy who became famous world-
wide: Justin Wilson.  He attended, and enjoyed two days with us,
visiting with old friends and new fans.  He sat in a big rocking chair

in the historic old bank building, now the chamber office, signing
books, tapes, and even aprons. (I lost my prized possession in 2016
flood.) In 1995 he returned to Amite to be Grand Marshall of the Oys-
ter Festival parade.  With no immediate family left in our area, I don’t
think he ever returned to his hometown.

Though he died in 2001 at age 87, his legacy lives on, as his in-
troduction of Cajun culture to mainstream America -- and beyond --
laid the groundwork for what would later be an explosion of interest
in Louisiana cooking and pave the way for such celebrity chefs as
Paul Prudhomme, Emeril Lagasse and others. Even today, any place
I travel, if I mention Amite, someone will say, “I sure like that cooking
guy that talks funny; I watch his show all the time.”

(JustinWilson.com
is a new company
which is bringing
Justin’s legacy back
to life with spices,
seasoning, pickles,
and other gourmet
products with the
Justin Label. They
will be part of the
Bon Appetite On Oc-
tober 11th.  For more
information, contact
the Amite Chamber
of Commerce.)


