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King Chicken
equals home 

 Lesly Rivera

Washington, North Carolina 

offers a variety of things to do. Enjoy-

ing the day at the waterfront or sim-

ply gathering with friends at the local 

restaurant, and other activities, makes 

Washington so unique. The town is 

mainly recognized for its local fam-

ily-owned businesses, which have a 

significant impact on the area’s south-

eastern culture and atmosphere. Its in-

viting welcome is present throughout 

town which will make anyone feel at 

home. One of the significant “wel-

comes” is from King Chicken’s service 

and food. 

Dalton Granville Lilley, cur-

rent owner of King Chicken, enthu-

siastically explained how his father, 

J. Stancil Lilley—former Washington 

mayor—built what is now one of the 

most-visited family-owned restau-

rants and businesses in Washington, 

North Carolina. J. Stancil Lilley had 

actually first opened a laundry house 

and later on a food station which sold 

items such as sandwiches and hot-

dogs. Since people were messing up 

the laundry machines a lot, his father 

made the decision to close down the 

laundry house and convert it to what 

is now King Chicken. The restaurant 

officially opened its doors in 1958, 

and it has operated consistently for 

the past 58 years. 

King Chicken’s location seems 

like the perfect spot to stop by and 

get a great taste of rich, old-fashioned 

food. Granville’s father decided on the 

location because it was, at the time, 

right beside what was the new High-

way 17. This highway made it easier 

for people to travel through Wash-

ington and to and from other nearby 

towns and cities. J. Stancil also found 

it to be a great location due to its six 

driveways. In fact, three are right off 

the highway, making it more accessi-

ble for the public to simply pull right 

into King Chicken. These accommo-

dations have been very helpful for the 

business since it is a walk-in restau-

rant. Customers order in front of win-

dows where the employees gladly take 

their orders. The menu is large and 

visible, so it is easy to distinguish all 

the unique menu items. The smell of 
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fresh cooked food wafts throughout 

the room while customers wait for 

their orders to be ready. 

When Granville was 24, he and 

his brother were in the house moving 

business while their father ran King 

Chicken, which he did until he was 80 

years old. After their father left King 

Chicken, he and his brother, Rayford, 

left the house moving business to join 

King Chicken. Lilley claims that it was 

completely different than the house 

moving business. What made it differ-

ent for him was the smaller amounts of 

money that had to be handled in King 

Chicken compared to the house mov-

ing business. The biggest difference, 

he said, was that women were includ-

ed at work compared to the outdoor 

business where men prevalently dom-

inated. Lilley proudly stated that, “We 

give most of our success to the women 

that we’ve hired because they’ve been 

good cooks. They’ve stayed with us a 

long time.” 

“If you don’t have good employ-

ees, you don’t go anywhere,” he added. 

The food served at King Chick-

en has been part of Granville Lilley’s 

family for generations as a represen-

tation of old-fashioned, eastern coun-

try-style, home-cooked meals. He 

proudly stated that his great-grand-

mother cooked this kind of food as well 

as his grandmother and mother. The 

food at King Chicken has changed 

little since it opened, and only a few 

items and specials have been added 

since Stancil Lilley passed away about 

25 years ago.

Lilley said that when people 

ask why they have so many items, his 

response is simple: “We have to do 

things that the chains don’t do.” King 

Chicken’s menu includes a variety of 

food items. For example, as Lilley ex-

plained, one of its popular morning 

items is its “cat head cheese biscuit.” 

This is a biscuit with shredded cheese 

inside of it cooked in the oven. Oth-

er items include their famous chick-

en seasoned to perfection, and King 

Chicken’s signature barbecue as well 

as potato salad and coleslaw. In the 

winter months, their vegetable beef 

soup is very popular. Some of their 

dessert items include small sweet po-

tato pies, coconut pies, old-fashioned 

bread pudding, chocolate layer cake—

all customer favorites. King Chicken 

also has daily specials where, for ex-

J. Stancil Lilley
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en added a dining room to hold month-

ly events for local organizations, clubs 

and private parties. Some of the clubs 

and organizations include the United 

Methodist Women, The Washing-

ton Noon Rotary, Crime Stoppers, 

and The Bar Association. Behind the 

main restaurant, the dining room is in 

the family’s former wash house, and 

it can comfortably seat about 75 peo-

ple. This back area also has the main 

offices where Lilley and his assistant 

can be reached with any questions or 

concerns. 

King Chicken is located at 601 

Carolina Avenue in Washington, 

NC. It is open on Monday through 

Thursday from 5:30 am to 10:00 pm, 

Friday and Saturday from 6:30 am to 

11:00 pm, and Sunday from 6:30 am 

to 10:00 pm.

VIDEO AVAILABLE

youtube.com/lifeonthepamlico

ample, on Mondays they serve BBQ 

Chicken or Fried Pork Chops. The 

Friday special is particularly popular 

because they serve one of their most 

famous menu items—collards. They 

effectively draw people in every time. 

People will circle around King Chick-

en until they find a parking spot to get 

a taste of collards. 

The success of King Chicken’s 

unique flavors throughout each item 

in its menu has been accredited to the 

unique way everything is cooked. Lil-

ley said that everyone has their own 

way of cooking everything, meaning 

each cook has his or her own secret 

when cooking barbecue, collards, 

beans and everything that is involved 

with country-cooking.

“If you travel all over the country, 

we’re always glad to come back home 

and get some old-country cooked food. 

It has a good seasoning in it, just like 

grandma cooked. We use pork in a lot 

of our season, and it’s just good food,” 

Lilley said with pride.

As the years passed, King Chick-

People will circle 
around King Chicken 

until they find a 
parking spot to get a 

taste of collards.
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