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COURTESY OF STACY LYN HARRIS

For Stacy Lyn Harris, understanding this ‘love language 

of the South’ began at Granny’s table

The True Spirit  
of Southern 
Hospitality

By Ryan Cashman

“Southern hospitality” evokes images of 
front porches and pies resting on open 
window sills. For some, the 
concept may appear to be 
nothing more than a cul-
tural stereotype.

Stacy Lyn Harris disagrees.
For the Montgomery, Al-

abama, native, Southern 
hospitality is more than a 
collection of clichés—it’s a 
dynamic part of life.

A homeschooling mom 
of seven, cookbook author, 
public speaker, and host of “!e Sporting 
Chef” television show, Ms. Harris is the 
epitome of the American “can-do” attitude, 
coupled with charm and grace. In her new 

cookbook, “Love Language of the South,” 
she weaves a comforting tapestry of per-
sonal anecdotes and recipes that shows 
the true spirit of hospitality.

“Putting others’ needs 
above your own is at the 
heart of hospitality,” Ms. 
Harris said. “I encourage 
people to leave their bag-
gage—and phones—at the 
door, come in, sit down, have 
fresh tea and a bite to eat, 
and lay their souls out. Or 
not. It depends on the need. 
Someone might have the 
need to be silent and just be.”

“Nine times out of 10,” she said, “sweet 
tea, a slice of homemade cake, or a warm 
meal is hospitality’s accompaniment.”

Continued on D2

By Sandy Lindsey

A beautiful front yard does much more 
than just showcase the homeowner’s 
wonderful sense of style, attention to 
detail, and pride of ownership—it also 
helps foster a sense of community by 
promoting social interaction. !ere’s 
no better icebreaker than talking about 
plants. It also helps build local pride by 
enhancing the overall aesthetic of the 
neighborhood.

When it comes to homeownership, 
everyone’s heard the term “keeping up 
with the Joneses.” In this case, why not 
be the “Joneses” with the most well-de-
signed and well-manicured front yard in 
the neighborhood? Normally, this would 

involve a lot of ongoing maintenance, 
but by following a few simple design 
guidelines, ease of care can be built in 
from the start.

Lavish Simplicity
Every detail in a design should be chosen 
with lower maintenance in mind. For 
example, a high-maintenance situation 
such as a steep slope that is di"cult to 
mow can be replaced with a hardy, un-
demanding ground cover that doesn’t 
require mowing but will add texture and 
even color to the yard. Similarly, instead 
of putting in traditional hedges that need 
to be trimmed regularly, opt for dwarf 
conifers, small ornamental shrubs that

How to Create a Lush, Low-Maintenance Front Yard
The ultimate front yard garden is beautiful 

and welcoming without all the fuss

Continued on D3
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INSPIRED BY GRANNY’S KITCHEN

True hospitality is about authenticity, not 
perfection. Ms. Harris learned this authen-
ticity through the years spent eating food 
in her grandmother’s kitchen.

“!e most comforting food I’ve ever had 
came from my Granny’s kitchen,” she said. 
“She always had fresh seasonal vegetables 
from the farmers market or canned veg-
etables in her makeshift cabinet on the 
wall. Her attentiveness to me, the care to 
put my favorite things on the table, and her 
over-pouring service made me feel special, 
and could heal any wrong in my life.”

Ms. Harris recalls that Granny’s kitchen 
was far from perfect. Plastic tablecloths 
and mismatched dishes carried the foods 
that in"uenced Ms. Harris’s entire life.

Over the years, Ms. Harris attempted to 
convince her grandmother to write down 
her recipes. !is persistence was met with 
recipe cards that listed only the ingredi-
ents, with no measurements or cooking 
directions. Ms. Harris got in the habit of 
using her father as a taste tester, looking to 

see if she was getting things exactly right.
“It was a lot of trial and error,” she said.
Ms. Harris was grateful to spend time 

with her grandmother, who grew ill and 
died after an extended hospital stay. It was 
then that the importance of true hospital-
ity hit home.

In the South, whenever a relative dies, 
homemade food invariably #nds its way 
to your doorstep.

“People are just showering you with care 
and love,” Ms. Harris said. “When a close 
member of your family dies, you can’t even 
think. It’s such a crazy time, and to realize 
that it was almost like God himself fed you 
during that time, it’s just a real blessing that 
Southerners really do show up.”

Granny’s memory now lives on in those 
interpreted recipe cards and several of Ms. 
Harris’s favorite recipes from the book. 
Memory is attached to food, so whenever 
Ms. Harris prepares Granny’s fried jala-
peño cornbread, famous fried chicken, or 
meat and vegetable soup, there is always a 
little bit of Granny in the room.

“I feel like she’s there with me when I’m 
eating that soup. I feel the same comfort 
that I felt at her table. So, the feeling of her 
being there is still with me, and it’s a legacy, 
for me, that I want to leave to my children,” 
she said.

LEAVING A LEGACY 

Ms. Harris thinks occasionally about her 
own funeral and what her kids will say. 
She believes that it’s important to do this 
because it forces her to think about the 
type of legacy she wants to leave.

“I think the biggest thing I want to 
leave my kids with is that they saw me 
serving and meeting the needs of Scott 
[her husband], and that I took care of 

them and served them,” she said.
Early in her marriage, Ms. Harris learned 

to make good use of the wild game that her 
husband brought in from his countless 
hunting excursions. !ough she was origi-
nally opposed to the frequency of those 
trips, she decided that, instead of #ghting 
about it, she would support her husband’s 
passion and learn to incorporate game 
meats into the family menu. Venison, for 

instance, became the special ingredient 
that gives her favorite chili recipe its deep, 
earthy "avor. Her expertise in cooking wild 
game has now brought her widespread 
recognition, and to Ms. Harris, it serves as 
a testament to the strength of her marriage.

Food continues to be at the center of their 
cherished family traditions, big and small. 
!e freshness that she remembers "owing 
from her grandmother’s kitchen thrives 

The True Spirit  
of Southern 
Hospitality

FRIED JALAPENO CORNBREAD (HOT WATER CORNBREAD)

If the oil isn’t hot enough, the batter will 
absorb the oil, and you won’t get that crunchy 
exterior and creamy interior. Also, I strongly 
recommend that you make two batches—
they disappear as you make them!

SERVES 10

2 cups self-rising cornmeal

1/2 teaspoon kosher salt

1 jalapeño, seeded and chopped

2 to 2 1/2 cups boiling water

1/4 cup bacon drippings, for frying

1/4 cup vegetable oil, for frying

In a medium-sized bowl, mix cornmeal, salt, 
jalapeño, and water together. You’ll want the 
consistency of thick cake batter. If it is too 
dry, add a little more hot water.

In a cast iron skillet, heat bacon drippings and 
oil until almost smoking. You will know that 
the oil is hot when a few drops of water sizzle 
when dropped into the skillet.

Drop 2 tablespoons of cornmeal mixture into 
the oil and brown until golden crust forms 
around the edges of the cornbread, about 2 
minutes. Then turn and brown until corn-
bread is golden on the outside. Add more oil 
and/or bacon drippings if the skillet becomes 
too dry. Remove to a paper towel to drain and 
serve hot.

Frying in oil 
gives this 
cornbread 
a crispy 
exterior and 
a creamy 
interior.

STACY LYN’S AWARD-WINNING CHILI

Always make sure that your venison is dry 
and the skillet is super-hot before you brown 
the meat. Browning enhances the flavor of 
the dish by giving it more depth of flavor. The 
“secret ingredient” in this award-winning 
chili is the yellow corn mix; Ji!y Corn Mix is 
my favorite. It gives the perfect earthiness 
to this dish. By the way, to make this dish go 
further, serve over rice.

SERVES 12

1 16-ounce can of tomatoes, diced

3 teaspoons minced canned chipotle peppers 
in adobo sauce

5 slices bacon, finely chopped

3 pounds venison stew meat or beef chuck, cut 
into 1/2-inch cubes

3 pounds ground beef

Kosher salt

Pepper

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 large onion, chopped

1 jalapeño pepper, seeded and chopped

1 can kidney beans

3 tablespoons chili powder

1 1/2 teaspoons ground cumin

1 1/2 teaspoons oregano

4 garlic cloves, minced

4 cups beef broth

1 tablespoon packed brown sugar

2 tablespoons yellow corn mix

In a food processor, place tomatoes and 
chipotle peppers and purée until smooth 
(This should take only about 10 seconds). In 
a Dutch oven, cook the bacon over medium 
heat until crisp. Transfer bacon to a paper 
towel. Leave the fat in the pan.

Pat venison dry and season with salt and 
pepper. Heat the fat until smoking hot. 
Brown half of the venison. (Do not crowd 
the pan or the meat will steam instead 
of brown). This should take about 6 to 8 
minutes. Using a slotted spoon, transfer to 
a bowl and repeat.

Add the olive oil, onions, and jalapeño to 
Dutch oven and cook for about 5 minutes 
or until softened. Stir in kidney beans, 
chili powder, cumin, oregano, and garlic. 
Cook for about 30 seconds. Stir in broth, 
tomato mixture, and brown sugar and bring 
to a boil. Reduce heat to low and simmer, 
covered, for 1 hour. Uncover and simmer for 
about 30 minutes longer.

Ladle 1 cup chili liquid into a medium-sized 
bowl and stir in yellow corn mix. Whisk 
mixture into chili and simmer until chili 
thickens. Check seasonings. Serve with a 
dollop of sour cream or cheese and Jala-
peño Cornbread.

The secret 
to this 
award-
winning 
chili is in the 
yellow corn 
mix.
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grow in slightly rounded or cone shapes 
that look stately yet require minimal, if 
any, trimming. Slow-growing boxwood is 
another undemanding option.

Ornamental grasses are another con-
sideration; taller grasses such as purple 
fountain grass and blue oat grass are ex-
cellent substitutes for a hedge or shrub, 
with shorter varieties such as blue fescue 
making an excellent ground cover. Want 
to really think outside the box? Depend-
ing on the growing zone, one viable option 
might be lemongrass, which is lovely to 
look at and makes a great tea. Lavender 
is another luxurious option and is much 
hardier—particularly when it comes to 
drought tolerance—than might be ex-
pected. Whatever plant is chosen, space it 
properly for its mature size to avoid having 
to prune it back regularly to keep it in line.

Sweeping Swaths
!e symphony of color, texture, and fra-
grance created by carefully curated planter 
beds along the front of the house, along 
hedges, or around a tree can transform 
a yard from average to outstanding. !e 
key is to plant in large swaths instead of 
using many isolated plants. It makes a big 
statement simply to use mass plantings 
of a few carefully chosen species that are 
well-suited for the climate.

Fighting Mother Nature is one of the 
reasons most gardeners do a lot of unnec-
essary work, as is installing a wide vari-
ety of plants that have di"erent watering 
and fertilizer requirements next to each 
other. Start small; additional species can 
be added later, particularly in annual beds.

An additional bene#t to planter beds is 
that it is much easier to mow along a single 
ongoing edge than around multiple small 
plantings. Straight lines are the easiest and 
work well with formal gardens, and gentle 
curves add visual interest. Avoid complicat-
ed shapes that are di$cult to mow around, 
and avoid sectioning o" narrow strips of 
grass that then become di$cult to access.

Speaking of access, the beds should be 
kept to a width that is easy to work in, with 
shrubs and hedges at the back, perennials 
next, and annuals or ground cover in the 
front. Mulching along the base of plants, 
particularly until they grow in fully, and 
along the front edge of the planter area 
reduces weeding chores. Metal, plastic, 
or brick edging will help keep the mulch 
in, give the beds a #nished look and make 
them easier to mow along.

Potted Plants
Container gardens are often used to draw 
the eye to the home’s entry. !ey can be 
set out along a stepping stone path, line 
a concrete walkway, be clustered on a 
porch, or stand as sentinels on the sides of 
the front door. Additionally, they can be 
placed around the yard to add height and 
color, or even in a planter bed.

If placing them on the lawn, make sure 
that the plastic, glazed clay, terra cotta, 
wood, or metal planter is weed-whacker-
proof. !e options of what to #ll them with 
are virtually endless, limited only by one’s 
imagination and growing zone. Simple op-
tions include pots of pansies, zinnias, or 
colorful coleus, or bulbs such as lilies and 
dahlias. Tropical plants such as dracaena, 
sche%era, and #cus also do well in pots. 
Or combine several species for a garden 
within the garden.

To draw the eye upward, opt for a hang-
ing planter of dramatically trailing vines, 
spider plants, or even succulents on the 
porch or dangling from a tree limb. Win-
dow or balcony boxes o"er further ways 
to go vertical. Consider creating an herb 
garden (why not?!) to add a bit of &avor 
to the front yard design. Containers are a 
wonderful choice for perennial plants that 
need to overwinter indoors.

Sandy Lindsey is an award-winning 
writer who covers home, gardening, DIY 
projects, pets, and boating. She has two 
books with McGraw-Hill.

in her own abundant gardens, where she 
grows her family’s vegetables. At holidays 
or large family gatherings, everyone—chil-
dren and spouses included—makes some-
thing special. Ms. Harris is even planning 
to teach her #rst grandchild how to cook 
her #rst meal.

“She’s only 5 months old, but I think she’s 
ready,” she said with a laugh.

More than anything, it is everyday time 
spent around the table that Ms. Harris 
believes contributes most to an enduring 
food legacy. When families sit around the 
table and talk with one another, things 
get vulnerable. Jokes are made, problems 
are hashed out, and creative solutions are 
developed to solve them. Everyone works 
together. Everyone shares together.

“Food is a vehicle to the heart. It enables 
people to feel vulnerable and trust those 
who are caring for them through food,” 
she said. “I want them to feel free to share 
ideas—this helps people think outside the 
box and change the world! So, kind of, the 
dinner table is a place where the world can 
be changed.”

Ryan Cashman is a writer, father, hus-
band, and homesteader. He lives in the 
foothills of southwestern New Hampshire 
with his wife and three children.

AUTHENTIC 
ENTERTAINING:  
STACY LYN HARRIS’S  
TOP TIPS
Ms. Harris points out a di!er-
ence between hospitality and 
entertaining: The latter can be 
performative, while the former 
is raw and more connecting. She 
shared her advice for being a 
warm, welcoming, and authen-
tic host:

BE PREPARED FOR UNEXPECTED GUESTS

“Having [sweet] tea made, cookies in the 
freezer ready for the oven, or a cake on 
the counter is enough to entertain and 
demonstrate hospitality,” Ms. Harris 
said. She describes such resources as a 
“Southerner’s arsenal” and dedicates a 
chapter to them in her cookbook..

FOCUS ON HOW YOU MAKE YOUR  
GUESTS FEEL

“Don’t make things so di!cult that you 
can’t enjoy your guests. Perfection is not 
the goal,” Ms. Harris said. Instead, ask 
yourself: Do they leave full of confidence 
and joy? Are they refreshed? Do they feel 
like you care about them? These things 
are the goal.

HAVE A FEW EASY-TO-MAKE RECIPES 
YOU KNOW BY HEART

“You’ll entertain more if you have a few 
meals that you know like the back of 
your hand,” Ms. Harris said. Some of her 
go-tos are sweet iced tea, fried jalapeño 
cornbread, poppyseed chicken, and old-
fashioned pound cake.

CREATE A WELCOMING ENVIRONMENT

Ms. Harris likes round tables: “Everyone 
is able to hear and participate easier, and 
there is no head of the table,” she said. 
This might be impractical for your home, 
but see if you can’t incorporate some of 
the spirit of the round table at your own.

REMEMBER TO HAVE FUN!

Just as you set the tone for your family, 
the same goes for guests. Chat about 
places that you dream of visiting or your 
favorite foods. Have some board or card 
games ready if that’s your thing. As Ms. 
Harris noted, “If you’re having fun, they’ll 
have fun, too.”

How to Create a Lush,  

Low-Maintenance Front Yard

Water-Wise Design

Unlike zeroscaping, which 
requires a significant reduc-
tion in all vegetation, xeri-
scaping can be lush while 
drastically reducing water 
requirements.

NOT JUST FOR DESERTS

“Xeriscape” conjures images of 
rock-covered front yards with the 
occasional cactus. This is not ac-
curate; the term simply means us-
ing native plants, trees, and shrubs 
that can survive on what nature 
provides. In South Florida, this can 
be a front yard green with native 
Macho Ferns.

GOOD FOR THE WALLET

Overhauling a front yard to meet 
xeriscape standards can be 
pricey, but it pays back in savings 
of up to several thousand gallons 
of water each year. In fact, some 
local municipalities o"er rebates 
for installing a water-saving 
landscape.

EASY AND COLORFUL

Although no front yard is com-
pletely maintenance free, xeri-
scape plants are chosen for their 
ability to withstand harsh cli-
mates and may, though it seems 
hard to believe, actually thrive 
on neglect. Plus, many produce 
vibrant flowers throughout the 
growing season.

Container 
gardens can 

highlight 
the home’s 

entry.

Planter beds 
are easy 

to work in 
and can be 
organized 

with shrubs 
and hedges 
at the back, 

perennials 
next, and 

annuals 
or ground 

cover in the 
front.

FAVORITE BANANA PUDDING

According to Stacy Lyn Harris, there are four 
main reasons that you might get into a fight 
in the South: “You don’t mess with a South-
erner’s hat, truck, talk about their mama, or 
talk about banana pudding,” she said.

In the Harris household, the fight is over 
whether or not meringue or whipped cream 
belongs on banana pudding. This one topic has 
been the source of countless arguments over 
the table—most of which end in laughter. 

Ms. Harris adds: “I love using all sizes of ma-
son jars for the banana pudding. Layer in the 
same order, and if you are eating the banana 
pudding right away, make the final layer a big 
serving of whipped cream topped with whole 
or crumbled wafers. If you are saving for later 
or are traveling with them in a cooler, leave 
o" the whipped cream and leave 1/8 inch of 
headspace at the top of the jar, and place lids 
on them. Once ready to serve, remove the lids 
and top with whipped cream and wafers!”

SERVES 6 TO 8

1 cup sugar

1/3 cup corn starch

3 cups milk

4 large egg yolks

1/3 cup butter

1 pinch kosher salt

2 teaspoons vanilla

11 ounces vanilla wafers, reserving 1 ounce for 
garnish

5 ripe bananas, sliced

FOR THE WHIPPED CREAM

2 cups heavy whipping cream

6 tablespoons powdered sugar

1/2 teaspoon vanilla extract

In a medium-size heavy saucepan, whisk 
together sugar and cornstarch. In a large 
bowl, whisk milk and egg yolks. Begin to 
slowly whisk milk and egg mixture into the 
saucepan with the dry ingredients. Bring 
mixture almost to a boil (medium heat) and 
whisk continuously until thickened, about 8 
minutes. Remove from heat.

Add butter, one tablespoon at a time, allow-
ing each one to melt completely before add-
ing the next, while continually stirring. Add 
the extract and salt until combined.

In a stand mixer or electric mixer, whip cream 
at a high speed until it’s foamy and has 
increased in volume. Add vanilla, and then 
slowly add sugar until soft peaks form.

Now for the assembly! In a large bowl or 
trifle dish, add a layer of wafers, then 1/4 of 
the bananas. Spoon 1/4 of the custard over 
the bananas, then top with whipped cream. 
Repeat with the remaining layers. Top with 
crushed wafers.

 Whipped cream wins out as the topping on this banana pudding, complete with 
crushed wafers.

All recipes excerpted from “Love Language of the South: A Celebration of the Food, the Hospitality, 
and the Stories of My Southern Home” by Stacy Lyn Harris. Copyright 2024. Used with permission 
from Worthy Books, a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

ALL PHOTOS COURTESY OF STACY LYN HARRIS

 Ms. Harris’s daughters Anna and Milly 
make lemonade for a luncheon in their 
courtyard. 
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average to outstanding.


