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Behind fhe non-stop fraffic and hecfic business of Reisterstown Road, barely skirting the Balfimore
City and county line, resides Ann Davis Wilder. Experimenfing and reviewing what culinary experts
and food lovers throughout the nation might develop as the next frend in gourmet foods, Wilder's
inviting Southern drawl and vivacious excitement for her company, Vanns Spices LTD, is alluring.
Perhaps, it's fhe many aromas that bellow from her hundreds of bins allowing you fo escape fo the
furthest poinfs of the earth where a distant culture appears to have traveled from the equator and
beyond directiy fo you. Well, it has fraveled the road of ancient spice seekers, only it's Wilder who has

made the journey for your tasting pleasure,

It is o wonder that Vanns Spice LTD ontinges Lo grow and thrive
s the world embraces its many spices, blends, beans, rice and
drans because Wilder has been doing this for vears. Quietly but
purpasefully, she has carved out & business of prestige, salisfaction
and quality that appears to be untouchable in a bown which is
home to one of the largest known spice companies. "What idiot
would start a spice company in McCormick’s lap,” Wilder projects
with it smile from ear to ear, “TL i3 5o stupid. OF course, 1 didn't have
any idea that it would go hike this.” She adds, 1 was doing it for
myself and there were people who said to me [ could sell this, such
as Mr. Graul of Graul's Markel and a little spice shop down sl the
harbor, And it sold.” Such was the case with Wilder's unique hlend
herbs de Provence which in three months sold more than any other
product in Wegmans grocery store in 2002,

Wilder, always aware that McCormick looms in her backyard, has
ereated her very own niche in the spice arena. She explains, “T'm
not sure they didn't realize it, but they are a big company and the
largest spice house in the world. They can't have 5mmthing that
doesn't sell a lob. Before McCormick can add a spice to their
repertoire, it has to hit mainstream. For instance, pink pepper-
comns - they have been around since '81 and this year McCormick
is-buying them for the first time.” Wilder isn't too concerned ahout
McCormick as she reveals, “1 have the chefs, restaurants and only
the best stores in the world If they thought T was a problem they
witld have done something about me, but they haven't, yet.”

Origiinally from Columbia, South Carolina, Wikder's home is never
far from her thoughts. “T Teak back on my southern roots, of
course,” she saps with loving nostalgia. “In fact, hack when 1 first
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came to Baltimore in the seventies, I served grils as an entree for
a dinner party. Now, of course, everybody serves grits. My guests
did look al me strangely sometimes, but being polite they would
eat it. They found that they Toved it, and knew they came to the
right house for dinmer,”

Wilder's love for the culinary arts began al an cardy age. Not only
did she have the benefit of her cook, Carolyn, she had a father
whose spirit for adventure was instilled in her own being. “He
would ask for things that were unigue and take me out to eat in
restauranis where they had different types of food. Let e tell vou,
I adored that man. If he could eat something 2o could 1"

An inherited quest for adventure has never lefl Wilkders side_ In
fact, Vanns was a venture that started much later in Wilder's life
rather than earlfer. “1 think that if 1 had been younger, prettier and
more energetic T might have grown faster.” She laughs heartedly.
“On the other hand, when 1 was younger [ didn't have the smarts
or gumption té do it T needed the maturity, It was an advantage to
starl a3 an older person because by the lime 1 started this business
my children were grown, and | wasn't tom about being here and
nedt Laking care of children.”

Wilder's creatvity, the most important ingredient to the success of
Vanns, is as much a parl of her business as anything else she does
for her award-winning spice eompany. Her founding principles of
freshness and qualily are her signature. "Evervbody loves the
freshness which scemns to be what everyone savs. In fact, Peter
Timnuins at the Greenbrier préfers us to ship him spices sven
though it is & pain for him rather than go to a distributor because
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are comng up with new rubs

hevants to get things as queckdy as be can. He doesn't want cinnamon
sittingt on-& shelf somewhere:ina warehoose,” says Wilder.

Mot only comsidered a Grand Dame of spices, “foodies” the wordd
vver keep Wilder 1n the know, makimg her one of the most enigue
trendsetters in food. *1 have customers like Dragers on the West

Lot Every time 4 cookbook would come oul with something swch

as “(rmins of Paradize’ [ would get this call from them- why don't 1
have ‘Grains of Paradise?’ My customers always keep me on my toes.”

With little advertising and mwstly by word of mouth, Vanns has
grown solely on reputation. From Martha Stewart to the Discovery

channel to winming the American Taste Award as well as being

featured in cooking and culinary magazines around the country
from Food wmd Wine Lo Gowrmel,
Wilder's spices are highly coveted by the
finesl chefs and culimary aficionados
throughout the nation. “I entered the
miarkel in 1981, at the Lime mobdady was
doing seasoming mixes. O course, there
were many fvpes of seasoning mixes vou
coubd bay in England or France and
those were things that T put on the §
market first. Now, evervbody is
using seasoning mixes and people

everyday. Well, we've bean daing
mubs since back in the eighties.”
tells Wilder.

Like her tag line states, "Unique ™~
Blends for Busy Cooks™ YVanns
provides the most authentic and innova-
bve ways Lo prepare food, where Hterally
variety is the spice of life. Wilder reveals,
*] have always been excited by the flavor
of food when you add spices.™ She con-
brues, “You talk to people, read, ask
questions and learn.” She begins, “For
instance, take Berber. It absolulely
fascimated me because it 15 essentially
nomadic and is used by people as far west
as Morocco and as far east as China, but
abways with nomadic people soit's always
changing. It just interested me” Only
recently has the Berber spice hecome
popular; but Wilder has been marketng it for almost two years. She
adds, =T think that evervbody iz detting to-a place where they are
lookmyg for different things, fun things. When [ run acress some-
thing that is fun, | know there are people who are just going to fove
ik Such as Tonka beans, whien vou grate them you get 4 flavor sim-
ilar Lo vanilla; they're from South America,”

Wilder is not a stranger to cooking and has taken closses from the
world renowned James Beard as well as other available opportunities.
Always on top of what's new and pessessing boundless passion for
spices-hos led her to blending a néw spice almost every week. “A
chef will gither call me about a new dish, or they will send me a
rectpe and often we will tweak it because our spices are more spe-
cial than those that you cim gel off the shelf, They have fo he
changed zuch as, a Cavenne being Loo Tol and we have tocool i

—

dowm,” she explains, Discovery has been one of the most fasonatbing
aspects to Wilder's business Traveling at least once o vear to find or
acquire spices can range from one to several weeks at & time. Even
taddiy, she 15 stll amazed on how the spice trade exists, which in

some areas isn't much besond the dayvs of Marco Polo,

"It is still very primitive, shockingly primitive, When 1 go down to
Grenads or o Indonesia, places hike that, | expecied 1t to-be
primitnee. but not quite as primitive: 25 they exist.” She conlinues,
“First, when I went oul there | made hide speeches to mysel
saving don't expect stamless steel vats or anvthing moedem. [
didn't expect to see them dry spices by throwing them on the
ground. [ fell that they would put it on paper, but that's Fdiculous
because they don’l have paper. They put them on the ground. Its
very much like il was a thousand
wears ago."

Yeb. the simple methods are proba-
bly the most organic which is
preferred and requested for some
of Vanns customers, such as Nora
FPouillon of Restaurant Nom and
Asia Nora . Washington, TLC.
whose restaurants are  stoctly
orgamc. “We get some things like
oregane and bay  leaves from

Turkey as well as other things. The government allows people who
are very poor o go into the national forest and pick bay leaves Tt
allows people who are poor fo go up on the mountaintops Lo pids
oregane where iL grows wild. So; nothing could be more organic
that's growing on a craggy mountaintep that has mever been
touched by man, that's what | find on my travels.”

Ever though she i= a world traveler and on rare occasion will eaf at
the same restaurant twice, Wilder adores her home in Marand -
especially Baltimore which she views as the little town hidden with-
in agreat metropolis. Along with her thriving business, Wilder feels
it's the people who make i 5o successful, “You meet the neatest
people who have o love of hife, 15 norturing, feeding people i5a
nuriuring thing to do. Tt what we do everyday and 11’ a celehma-
Lion no matter how big or small” Sw
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