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Sunday 
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White people couldn't cook; everybody knew that. 
Which made it a puzzle why such an important part of the civil 
rights movement had to do with integrating restaurants and lunch 
counters. The food wasn't any good anyway. Principle of the 
thing, Daddy's buddy Mr. Ozzie Washington would assert. They 
don't know no thin' about seasoning, my aunt Marguerite would 
say. I like my food seasoned, she'd add. 

If there is a key to unlocking the culinary secrets of the Cole­
man family, it is that a slab of fatback or a cupful of bacon drip­
pings or a couple of ham hocks and a long simmering time are 
absolutely essential to a well-cooked vegetable. Cook it till it's 
done, Mama would say. Cook it till it's dead, we'd learn to say 
much later. When I first tasted a steamed vegetable, I thought it 
was raw. The Colemans were serious about their cooking and 
their eating. There was none of this eating on the run; meals lasted 
for hours, with lots of good conversation thrown in. The happi­
est I ever saw my aunts and uncles in the Coleman family was 
when they'd slowly eat their savory meals, washing everything 
down with several glasses of iced tea. Especially at the Family 

92 

Sunday 

Reunion, or on Christmas Day up at Big Mom's house. "Eating 
good"-with plenty of fat and cholesterol-was held to be 
essential to proper health and peace of.mind. 

There were plenty of Colemans: nine brothers-known as 
"the boys"-and four sisters, the youngest of whom had died 
when she was a day or two old. (There's enough niggers in your 
mother's family, Daddy would remark, to cast a Tarzan movie.) 

Sunday in Piedmont was everybody's favorite day, because 
you could eat yourself silly, starting just after church. Mama 
didn't go to church on Sundays, except to read out her obituar­
ies. She'd cook while we were at Sunday school. Rarely did the 
menu vary: fried chicken, mashed potatoes, baked corn (corn 
pudding), green beans and potatoes (with lots of onions and 
bacon drippings and a hunk of ham), gravy, rolls, and a salad of 
iceberg lettuce, fresh tomatoes (grown in Uncle Jim's garden), a 
sliced boiled egg, scallions, and Wishbone's Italian dressing. We'd 
eat Mama's Sunday dinners in the middle of the day and keep 
nibbling for the rest of the afternoon and evening. White people 
just can't cook good, Aunt Marguerite used to say; that's why they 
need to hire us. · ·· 
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