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JUST MUSING: 

Clabbered milk, cornbread and 
sugar… 

 The holidays were approaching and Sharon came by with her brother-in-law.  While we 

talked and teased, I was busy counting out loud the number of items remaining to bake before I 

could stop.  My counting was accompanied by my trying to remember who got what. Sharon‟s 

brother-in-law stood to my left, Sharon sat on the couch, asking which one of the pies, lying 

within a few feet of her, was the sample.  “None”, was my response.  The brother-in-law was a 

sports fan.  His conversation up to that point was dominated by his excitement over the 

upcoming games.  His conversation changed after Sharon‟s inquiry.   

 “You‟re a good cook I gather.” 

 “I do okay.” 

 “I see some of the pies are apple, how are your apple pies?” 

 “Good pies, James Beard‟s recipe.” 

 “Sharon makes a hellacious apple pie.” 

 “Really?” 

        I wondered internally how well brother-in-law knew sister-in-law.  The one time I was in 

the grocery store with Sharon, she walked around the aisles oblivious to the ingredient I 

mentioned I had to purchase.  While searching, Sharon walked behind me repeating out-loud the 

name of the ingredient.  What the ingredient was I do not remember, I know it was a common 

ingredient used by cooks.  Stated another way, anyone who has been anywhere near a kitchen in 

the last fifty years would know what the ingredient was - Sharon had no idea.  The ingredient 
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was not as common as salt, pepper or sugar – I hope you get the point, a common cook‟s 

ingredient nevertheless.   

“It should be over here.” 

“Shoot!   What you say this stuff is used for?  I never heard of such.  Are you sure?” 

“Yes, I‟m sure.  Here it is.” 

While we conversed an elderly woman stood in front of us watching.  She obviously was 

a participant in our conversation.  Her eyes told a story of disgust – a generational disgust.  The 

head scarf which graced her head did not likewise cover her emotions.  The distance between us 

was not far enough away to hide her eyes.  They told her story.  She was generations older - one 

who had probably cooked thousands and thousands of meals, Thanksgivings, Christmases, 

Father‟s Days, Mother‟s Days, birthdays, and Sunday dinners.  When she had no money to give, 

she had butter to make her favorite pound cake.  When the sun performed its final curtsy over the 

horizons, it was not her children‟s cue to come in the house, her food was.  She did not 

understand how this woman, generations younger, did not know such a common ingredient.  It 

was if Sharon loudly proclaimed she was dying when her monthly period made its calling - such 

was her open and obvious disgust for my friend standing behind me asking questions about our 

now located common cook‟s ingredient – not paprika, saffron, curry, or red pepper.       

Her eyes told me her disgust was not directed at Sharon – she didn‟t know Sharon.  Her‟s 

was a historically based disgust.  She stood witness to the revolution in food which has been both 

necessary and unnecessary.  She was a witness to McDonald‟s biscuits taking the place of her 

grandmother‟s clabbered milk biscuits.  “They fooled „em to believe margarine was better for us 

than butter.”  She saw Popeye‟s, Church‟s and the Colonel‟s products occupy her church‟s 
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fellowship table instead of homemade fried chicken seasoned with salt, black pepper, red pepper, 

paprika.  “No, girl don‟t bother, I‟ll stop and get a bucket from the Colonel.”  And so they did.       

Nothing in our stranger‟s DNA would allow her to understand our conversation.  She 

may have well seen her own daughters cast off the presumed obligation of cooking, a chore 

readily assigned to girls, not boys, wives not husbands.  She may have well known education and 

mobility have created a cultural shift in the meaning of a meal.  Fast food, urbanization and 

mobility have been somewhat akin to the invention of the wheel, revolutionizing our world.  Her 

eyes said she understood.     

Homemade breads – “ha!”   

Hand rolled tortillas – “You’re  kidding me!”   

You’re mother’s recipe? –  “No girl Jiffy’s!”   

I smiled at our stranger that day, acknowledged her presence with my eyes and words, 

“New woman.” 

“Sad.”  … “It‟s so sad.” 

Sharon gently readjusted her body on the couch, searched for my eyes and smiled – her 

brother-in-law saw none of her moments; he saw none of our interaction.  I then redirected my 

attention back to brother-in-law.   

“Were they good?” 

“Absolutely!  She had the entire family over to her home last Thanksgiving.  Pat and I 

drove in from Dallas and spent three days.  Her pies were wonderful, the best I have ever 

had!” 

 

Sharon’s pies may have or may not have been “best he ever had”, but surely that is not 

why I muse.  I muse because brother-in-law‟s comments reflected he too possessed memories 

wrapped around food.  Birthdays, funerals and backyard BBQ‟s.  Memories of men in his life 
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who bragged about their prowess, all while their significant others stared in utter amusement.  

“Daddy, is barbecuing really cooking?” - was never answered by any of them.  Of course, it is a 

form of cooking, but the question and answer ignores the innumerable, daily, mundane tasks 

women performed in the kitchen for their families.  The tasks were borne out of caring, out of 

history - all while creating magic out of the available ingredients on their lands, in their markets.  

Their efforts caused the vortex of our mental and physical selves to appreciate the wonderful 

secrets and scents of home cooked meals, allowed us to cherish our heritages, permitted a good 

story, or a well told lie, to become engrossing.  Their mothers, our mothers, her mother were 

actually the encouragement for their daughters to live dreams they never were permitted, able, or 

allowed to live.  This too is part of the food revolution which has played out before our 

stranger‟s eyes.   

“You need not be enslaved by the kitchen.”  Sharon Lewis listened to her mother a little 

too well, enslaved she was not.  Her smile and laugh told on her.  She was much too free and 

carefree of woman.    

“The best I ever had!”  

 “Really!” 

“Yeah, man.  Not too sweet, flaky crust, the apples were firm but not firm, seasoned just 

right.” 

“Were you able to take any of the pies home?” 

“Oh yeah, Sharon allowed us to put one aside.  I still have the pie pan.” 

Old brother-in-law then turned to old sister-in-law and promised to get her my pie pan the 

next time he was back in town, only he did not know he was in possession of my pie pan.  His 

promise reminded me of Sharon mentioning she was having her family over for Thanksgiving.  I 
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asked her what she intended to cook, partly because I was shocked at her taking on such a 

daunting task.  Sharon was shocked my presumptiveness, my silliness.  “Boy, I am not cooking 

the meal.  I am ordering practically everything.  Let‟s see, if you agree to do the pies, unless you 

want to do pies and cookies also.”  She then went on to tell me who was doing the turkey, ham, 

dressing, hens, vegetables, breads and cakes.  She even had someone else preparing three 

different salads.  “Are you cooking anything?”  “I may do the macaroni and cheese.”  I never 

asked her whether she even accomplished her “I may”.       

Sharon offered to pay for the pies.  I refused her money.  She then offered to purchase the 

ingredients.  The flour, sugar, butter, cinnamon were all ingredients I had plenty, I informed her 

as much.  “Ten green applies will make two pies.”  She delivered the apples timely, I produced 

seven pies.   When I saw Sharon, after Thanksgiving, I asked her how her dinner turned out.  She 

said her family raved over her meal.   

“Your meal?” 

“My invite, my home, my meal dear - they never asked who cooked it and I wasn‟t 

telling.”   

 

Sharon smiled broadly when she said she wasn‟t telling, the same broad smile she 

possessed as brother-in-law bragged on her pies.   She leaned back into the couch, and now 

tucked her feet under her as she laughed.  I am sure “old brother-in-law” assumed she laughed 

because of his compliment for her well-earned efforts.  

How many pies did you make Sharon?   Six, seven?” 

 Sharon smile evolved into laughter at that time.  Whether she was attempting to respond 

or not was not clear to me.  I also did not give her time to respond.  “There were seven pies.”  

Brother-in-law paid little attention to my response.  Sharon tossed her head, arms and body 

backwards.  In the same manner a two year old does when attempting to avoid capture.  The 
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same movements when dancing the tango; the same excitement when you see someone you 

haven‟t seen in a long time – excitement coupled with surprise, playfulness, joy.   

 “Sister-in-law, you think we can get some of those pies this weekend?” 

 “I just may.”   

 Sharon looked at the pies gracing the table and laughed.  I gave her my Grandmother 

Viola‟s stare, the same stare he gave my Grandfather Edward who bragged openly to his 

grandchildren he could out cook her.  He openly questioned why she never let him cook for us, 

all the while chomping on his cigar.  Sharon possessed Edward‟s smile, his daring - she might as 

well put a cigar in her mouth while she enjoyed her good laugh.  I possessed Viola‟s stare – all 

designed to silence any attempt to further enhance her brother-in-law‟s memories.  My stare did 

not stop “new woman‟s” good laugh.   

 Viola allowed Edward to cook for us once.  The meal was excellent.  Edward worked as a 

chef for the railroads, he clearly plied his trade well – in fact – an exquisite dinner.  He then 

proceeded to inform everyone know of his exceptional talents, including Viola.  Sorry I 

digressed.   

When old brother and sister-in-law were leaving Sharon continued to laugh as if the joke 

kept playing over and over in her head.  The same laugh she displayed when our elderly stranger 

openly questioned whether she was serious about her not knowing.  Her laugh intensified when I 

wished them a Happy Thanksgiving and requested of Sharon one of her good pies. 

    

  .  

  


