Hotels and Hospitality at the Hermitage

(Nashville, Tenn.)

The Hotels and Hospitality Awardee: LUISAMARIA C ASTILLO C ASTRO
Born in the beautiful Mexican colonial city of Puebla City, Luisa grew up surrounded by wonderful
gastronomy and the warmth of hospitality and community. After she graduated from the University of
Las Americas, Puebla, she embarked upon an internship in San Antonio, Texas, where she discovered
her love for luxury service in beautiful and extraordinary hotels. She began her hotelier career in Mexico
City at a top hotel in the city’s bustling financial and business district, immersed in luxury hospitality
and a constant flow of corporate groups and events. After several years, Luisa was promoted and had
the opportunity to participate in the opening of an impressive new hotel, the San Miguel de Allende, a
UNESCO World Heritage Site and frequently acclaimed as a Best City to Live in Mexico. From there,
Luisa’s career took her to Valle de Guadalupe, the cradle of Mexico’s wine industry and one of the most
important destinations for national and international corporate retreats and tourism. Luisa believes that
values such as empathy, communication, and leadership are central to maintaining strong relationships,
not only in one’s professional life but also with friends and family.

WE Bel ong

Philadelphia Dames: How to Grow a Business (Philadelphia, Pa.)
Culinary Entrepreneurship Awardee: M A R TA R I V E R A D I A Z

Meaningful Blogs from Dames

Marta Rivera Diaz is a formally trained chef with more than 25 years of cooking and baking
experience. Marta owned and operated a catering and cake decorating business for more than ten
years before deciding to write and self-publish her first cookbook. Her love of writing led her to
create Sense & Edibility®, her online culinary school, to encourage advanced and novice cooks
alike to explore—and succeed at executing—culinary fundamentals and techniques never before
explained to them. Marta melds her multi-cultural background and extensive travel history as a
lifetime military family member into creative recipes that inspire others. In her spare time, Marta
enjoys building furniture and traveling. She is the proud wife of a retired U.S. Army soldier and
mother of college-bound 16-year-old twins. Marta currently resides in San Antonio, Texas.

An Insider Experience at Zingerman’s

Atlanta Dame
Virginia Willis
Bares All
By Ellen K anner
(Washington D.C.)

(Ann Arbor, Mich.)

The Culinary Awardee: S A M A N T H A E T I E N N E
Samantha Etienne is owner and executive chef of Atlanta-based Rose Catering, an exquisite dining experience heavily influenced by Afro-Caribbean cuisine, reflecting Samantha’s Haitian background. A firstgeneration Haitian American, Samantha was born and raised in Boston, Massachusetts. When she was 11,
she moved with her mother to Atlanta, Georgia, which has been her home ever since. Her path to cooking
wasn’t an entirely linear one. She began her studies in Biology at Clemson University with the goal of moving on to medical school. It wasn’t long before she realized that she was headed in a direction she wasn’t
passionate about. Heavily influenced by her mother, who was an amazing cook and ran a catering business,
she wanted to become a chef. With her mother’s blessing, Samantha left Clemson and began pursuing her
dream, completing her culinary degree at the Art Institute, while working along the way in the restaurant
and hotel industry with some of the best chefs in the country. Two years ago, she founded Rose Catering,
her own catering and private chef company, where she experiments with a broad range of cuisines, including the beloved Afro-Caribbean cuisine she grew up with and that her mother taught her. Like her mother,
she relishes the joy she brings to people through her food.

The Wine and Hospitality Award at Wente Family Estates

(Livermore, Calif.)

The Wine and Hospitality Awardee: TA N YA R OT H
From an early age, Tanya was drawn to the exotic foods and beverages found around the world. As a
child, Tanya would often be caught hovering suspiciously close to the vertical roasting lamb her grandmother kept in their family’s Turkish restaurant or at the head-to-toe butcher their family owns to this
day. Fast forward 30 years, and not much has changed. From the street stalls of Southeast Asia’s night
markets to Maine’s coastline, eating fresh uni and raw scallops, Tanya seeks to broaden her understanding of this world's cuisine with every bite. Tanya carries this into her professional life by making it her
mission to curate an unforgettable experience for each guest she comes in contact with. Tanya is currently employed at Pier Sixty at Chelsea Piers in New York City as their Director of Events.
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French-trained Southern chef, James Beard
Award winning cookbook author, Food
Network Kitchen contributor and on-camera
talent, and the behind-the-scenes kitchen
director who’s made the likes of Bobby Flay,
Martha Stewart and sister Dame Nathalie
Dupree look good—Dame Virginia Willis is
all this and more. But despite the sunny charm
and confidence she exudes on camera, there
was a time the chef wasn’t comfortable in her
own skin.
“I wasn’t happy,” Virginia says. “The not
happy part was multifaceted.” But it started
with her weight. “Weight is so incredibly
personal. It’s the third rail for so many people.
We’re so judged on it (women especially) and it
was the epicenter of me not feeling like enough
for so long.”
Oh, good grief! If Virginia Willis hasn’t felt
like enough, is there hope for the rest of us?
You bet. And Chef Willis, in helping herself, is
helping show so many others the way.
She’s both frank and fearless about her journey to wellness—sharing first on social media,
then with her cookbook, Fresh Start. “I lost a
ton of weight and kept it off,” Chef Willis says.
“I’m super happy about it.” While a profile
in Allrecipes magazine and being the featured
cover girl for Women’s World didn’t hurt, “the
real reward,” she says “is I quit trying to be
someone else. I’m me.”
In addition to shedding over 65 pounds, she
shed a long term relationship, and left MassaFA L L Q U A RT E R LY 2 022

chusetts to move back home to Georgia.
Then came the pandemic lockdown.
Virginia, who can waltz through an
overflowing schedule, suddenly had free
time. She used it to address the one item
on her to-do list she’d been putting off
for years: herself.
“My initial health journey started with
weight, but once I peeled that layer of
the onion off, there was a lot more to
walk through.” Virginia’s mantra? Bring
it on. “It’s,” she so humbly admits, “a
process.” And unlike the buttermilk
biscuits she’s rightly famous for, there’s
no way of knowing when you’re done,
if you’re done, or even what “done”
means. However, you might see some
signs along the way.
Virginia did. She reached, what she
calls “a super big tipping point” earlier
this year. Armed with a shiny new
cookbook proposal, she approached a
literary agent, who rejected her based
on her social media stats. “It’s never
enough,” she says. “This is happening
everywhere. Someone with 200,000
followers gets told readers are only
interested in you if you have 500,000
followers. If you have 500,000 followers, you need a million. And so on. It’s
never enough.”
It was enough for Chef Willis, though.
“Measuring your worth via social media
is a dead end,” she says, “I’m done.”
Instead, she’s returning the focus back
onto her own wellbeing with healthful
activities such as walking, yoga, meditation, writing in her gratitude journal,
and so on. “If I do all these things, then
my mental health is better.”
Walking, which started as a way
to help with weight loss has become
one of the most important things in
her life. “It keeps me grounded,” she
says. Daily walks with friends help to
nurture her core relationships, and,
it turns out, have also been a way to
nurture herself. And when life gets
complicated, “a walk is a good place to
start solving problems.”
There’s no walking—or running—
away from social media, though. As
Chef Willis has said in the past, it’s
become part of our work and our
world. Rather than retreat from it, she’s
learned to make it work for her. You
name a platform, and she’s on it—but,
on her terms.
She no longer shies away from putting
it out there, politically or personally. “I
quit worrying about what people think.
People who tell me to shut up and cook?
Come make me. That’s not how this
works,” she says. “It is my job to make
this earth a place I want to live in, my
responsibility to use whatever platform I

have to make life better for other people
and myself.”
For every hater, Chef Willis has
garnered a fistful of new followers. She
responds to every one of them. It’s their
messages to her, though, that really get
to her. “I hear from people telling me
my story has encouraged them to start
their own health journey,” she says.
“That’s mind-blowing. That’s powerful.
That makes it all worth it.”
Whether you have 500,000 followers or a single BFF, “we all affect one
another so much,” Virgina says. “That
was a real lesson for me. Everything you
do can have such a ripple effect. So why
not have a good ripple?”
Top to bottom: Virginia Willis loves a good
hike and fresh air (photo credit: Eating Well
Magazine); Before and now. “No one, not
even me,” Virginia says, “remembers me
being this large, but here it is… and here I
am now!”; “Crazy to realize three national
magazines covered my weight loss this
year,” comments Virginia. “I’m a cover
girl!” (photo credit: Woman’s World)
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