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When I was growing up in Georgia there were unwavering 

holiday rituals that still make me smile. Meme, my grand-

mother, would have one of the parades playing on the little 

TV in the corner of her yellow pine kitchen as she prepared 

our feast. Uncle Curtis, without fail, fell asleep in the chair 

after dinner. Company dropped by to say hello in the late 

afternoon. And at the table, we always had a big roast as 

the centerpiece of the meal. The roast was equal parts cele-

bration and blessing, festivity and bounty. 

Both my grandmother and mom were great Southern 

cooks and they passed on that passion to me. So after col-

lege I apprenticed in a test kitchen, then went on to culi-

nary school, fi rst in the U.S. and later in France. When 

I returned from France I worked as kitchen director for 

both Bobby Flay’s and Martha Stewart’s television shows. 

My training, travels and work exposed me to a world of 

food far beyond Meme’s kitchen. Today I return to many 

of the dishes that Meme brought out for holidays, but 

I can’t resist adding little chef-inspired touches—a special 

garnish, a more sophisticated technique for cooking or an 

extra side dish as an accompaniment. To me these chef-y 

additions are the culinary equivalent of the fi ne Southern 

tradition of dressing up for company. 

This collection of recipes includes some of my favorite 

basic holiday roast recipes along with a brilliant variation 

for each. For example, the Garlic-Stuffed Standing Rib 

Roast will be memorable no matter what—all you need to 

do is invest in the piece of meat and a good thermometer. 

To elevate the recipe to “brilliant,” slice the roasted meat 

then cap each portion with a fragrant, crisp herb crust. 

My family recipe for whole roast fi sh with herbs and lemon 

creates succulent juicy fi sh without any fuss. To transform 

the whole meal into dinner theater, bake the fi sh in a salt 

crust instead of foil. And I haven’t forgotten the vegetarians 

in this roasting repertoire: my Roasted Stuffed Pumpkin is 

fi lled and baked with an intensely savory sage and mush-

room stuffi ng. Make it brilliant by roasting the pumpkin 

seeds with spices for a garnish. 

Roasting is an amazingly easy way to cook up succu-

lent, beautifully browned foods. Done right, it produces a 

meal that will make you smile for years to come. Whether 

basic or brilliant, made just for family or dressed up for 

company, all of these recipes would be right at home in 

Meme’s kitchen. 

Whether you keep it basic or add these extra brilliant touches, 
these holiday roasts make the perfect centerpieces for 
meals to remember BY  V I R G I N I A  W I L L I S  |  P H OTO G R A P H Y  BY  K EN  B U R R I S

HOLIDAY ENTERTAINING
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