Chef Vivian Howard

Chef and the Farmer, Kinston, NC
I am a 35 year old chef and mother of twins. I grew up in rural Eastern North Carolina on what was then a small family farm. We grew tobacco, cotton, corn, soybeans and hogs. From as early as I can remember I wanted to leave this place and live somewhere with big shopping malls and an Applebees. When I was 14, I was let out of my proverbial cage to attend an all female Moravian boarding school in Winston Salem, NC, home of the largest shopping mall in the state and several Applebees. By that time, my parent’s small farm where we grew pigs on the ground, had hog killings every winter and pig pickings each summer had morphed into a giant operation slaughtering hundreds of thousands of pigs each year. 
In boarding school I found I was a little ashamed of coming from a farming background. No one else did. All of my friend’s parents were doctors, bankers or car dealership owners. The big pig business seemed strange and I eventually, for better or worse, garnered the nickname “the Pork Princess.” At some point I grew tired of the indoor mall and the casual dining chain and longed for street food, subways and high rises. At age 22 I moved to NYC, began working in advertising, on the Pantene account to be specific. I loved my new location but hated my job. 
Everyone has a 9/11 story and I’m no different. I didn’t lose anyone close to me that day, nor did I live close to ground zero, but following the attacks I noticed a lot of people talking about changing careers, doing something more fulfilling. I decided I too could change careers. I quit my job and started walking dogs and waiting tables. What followed was (not to sound cheesy) a true love affair with food, restaurants and markets all over the city. Working at a quirky West Village restaurant named Voyage as a waiter, I met my now husband, first started trailing in a professional kitchen and learned to value, even brag, about my upbringing on a farm in rural Eastern North Carolina. My coworkers from Brooklyn, my artist boyfriend from Chicago, and my creative/crazy chef at Voyage all thought growing up on a pig farm was the bees knees. Wow. 
Inspired by my experience at Voyage, my obsession with food and my fascination with New York’s dining scene, I began working toward becoming a chef. Over a period of a few years, I worked in several fine kitchens including WD-50 and Spice Market. By 2005 I no longer wanted to live near a mall or above a subway station. I had decided, along with my future husband, to go home. 
In 2006, Ben and I opened Chef and the Farmer, an upscale restaurant in one of the poorest congressional districts in the nation. We did not know that particular statistic at the time, but its far- reaching ramifications have become our stark daily reality. Our goal was and continues to be to support local farms, enrich our community, preserve and refine southern foodways and work to become one of the best restaurants in our category. Two years ago we were awarded the AAA 4 Diamond award, and are the only restaurant in a small community of this sort to have such a distinction. And, for the last 2 years I have been named a James Beard semifinalist for Best Chef Southeast.

