Appetizing
Appalachia
A new executive chef brings regional ﬁne dining
to Roanoke’s Stonewall Resort.
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rom the large glass windows of
Lightburn restaurant, executive chef
Nevil Barr can look out over the
whole Stonewall Resort property in
Roanoke. The resort has a golf course
designed by Arnold Palmer, a day
spa, a heated indoor–outdoor pool
area, the glow of a communal fire
pit, and, most importantly for Barr, three restaurants,
which he now oversees.
The resort is making major changes to the dining
experience it provides to thousands of guests each
year, with Barr at the helm. He has only been living
in West Virginia full-time for three years, although
he has spent considerable time here with family over
the years. He grew up in the Deep South: Mississippi,
Louisiana, and Alabama. But he notes that Appalachia
and the South share many similarities—including the
importance both cultures place on food.

First Course
The biggest influence on Barr’s tastes has undoubtedly
been chef and restaurateur Robert St. John. St. John
owns eight well-established restaurants in Mississippi
and has been named that state’s top chef at least three
times. The two began working together when St. John
offered Barr a job at The Purple Parrot in Hattiesburg.
The restaurant has won several fine dining awards
and, during the time Barr was working in the kitchen,
maintained its four-diamond rating with AAA.
The knowledge, skill, and success of St. John made

a lasting impression on the budding chef. “He’s a
great man, I can tell you,” Barr says of his former
supervisor.
Barr was also fortunate enough to work in the
kitchen of Galatoire’s Restaurant on Bourbon
Street in New Orleans, Louisiana. The restaurant
prepares what is widely considered one of the best
representations of traditional Creole and Cajun
cuisine, and it was named one of the most important
restaurants in the world by The New York Times.
Barr then spent time in D.C., preparing food at the
Four Seasons steakhouse and the upscale Blue Duck
Tavern, among other restaurants. “All my background
is in fine dining,” Barr says. “In this business, West
Virginia is rough. If you Google search ‘West Virginia
cuisine,’ you get hot dogs and pepperoni rolls.”
This is not, Barr emphasizes, because West
Virginia has a lack of local ingredients or culinary
culture to draw on. Ramps, for example, are a staple
of Appalachian cooking. Their delicate balance of
garlic and onion flavors is familiar to anyone who
grew up in the region. In larger cities like New York,
ramps appear almost exclusively on seasonal fine
dining menus. At one point, the ramp craze of upscale
restaurants prompted a food writer for Time to opine:
“The Church of the Ramp is one of the fastest-growing
denominations in the religion of seasonality.”
High demand led to bans on harvesting in the
Great Smoky Mountains and in parts of Canada. In
2014, Modern Farmer reported on the existence of a
ramp black market in Quebec. “If you go to D.C. and
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Stonewall Resort offers a variety of cuisine options, from Lightburn‘s high-end steakhouse fare
to Stillwaters’ gourmet buffets to TJ Muskies’ classic pub food.
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other big cities, ramps are like $18 a pound,” Barr says.
“But around here, they grow in your backyard.”
Barr believes West Virginia is blessed to have regional
delicacies like ramps and fiddleheads, and says it’s time to
incorporate traditional Appalachian foodways into the art
of modern cuisine.

An Entree to West Virginia
When Barr came to work at Stonewall Resort, his
experience in fine dining did not usher him immediately into
a top position. He worked first as a sous chef, a position that
he calls “the work horse” of the kitchen. It usually involved
14- to 16-hour days cleaning vegetables and preparing stocks
and sauces. After proving himself, he moved up to chef de
cuisine, which levied greater responsibilities of personnel
management and menu design.
In 2018 Barr was promoted again, this time to executive
chef, granting him oversight of all three Stonewall
restaurants: Lightburn, Stillwater, and TJ Muskies. Barr
has assisted the resort in putting together a staff that he
believes will take the quality of Stonewall’s food to the
next level. He says his new role involves tackling more
administrative problems than he’s accustomed to, but Barr
insists he’ll never be able to keep his hands off the food
preparation, especially when it comes to the menu changes
he’s got planned for the spring season.
“I still jump in there. I can’t sit by. During the day, I’m
definitely going to be one-on-one with these guys. I’ll be
in the weeds back in the kitchen trying to get all this nice
new food put together. I’m really pumped about it.”

Barr hopes the menus at each restaurant will
incorporate various aspects of his identity and culinary
experience. His work at the Four Seasons will be
manifested in Lightburn’s shift toward a swanky
New York–style steakhouse. The new Cajun buffet
at Stillwaters echoes his work on Bourbon Street.
TJ Muskies will maintain its pub atmosphere while
providing a new selection of artisan pizzas and burgers.

Just Desserts
What seems to excite Barr more than the new menus
is the opportunity of nurturing the passions of the
sous chefs who now report to him. He returns to this
point again and again.
“I’ll be honest with you: I love what I do. And
that’s what I’m trying to get into these young guys
here, especially. I love to teach. I love to inspire people
to come to work for something other than a paycheck.
There’s not a lot of culinary experience in the area, and
I’m really excited to teach them. I just want really nice
food, and I want these guys to be proud of their work.
If you don’t love what you do in this business, it will
chew you up and spit you out.”
Barr professes a love for both Appalachia and
cooking. With his promotion to executive chef, he
hopes to serve both, not just within the walls of the
restaurants he oversees, but by sharing a passion
for the art of modern cuisine with the future West
Virginia chefs who will someday serve the state’s
growing foodie population. w
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