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Mrs. Alexander used to live here on the corner. She would make cookies and

put them in the mailbox for us. We knew that if we came by and the cookies

were in the mailbox, the mailbox would be open and we could have all the

cookies that we wanted. (T. Sanford)

Introduction

Mrs. Sanford’s story recounts a memory from her childhood in Como, where she
grew up. While she now teaches outside the community, she speaks with pride of the five
generations that were born and raised in Como. Como community is a neighborhood within
Fort Worth, Texas, surrounding Lake Como on the western and southern shores. It is 1.2
square miles, has 4,314 residents, and has an increasingly diverse racial makeup though it is a
predominantly Black community. Fort Worth historians Atkinson & Wood (2010) describe
the history of Lake Como by explaining that it was originally established as an amusement

park by H.B. Chamberlin in 1889 around a

LA

58-acre lake, named after Lake Como in

+ ; : i | Italy. Shortly thereafter, street car and tracks,

a pavilion, and a roller coaster were built on

the site (see figures 1 and 2). The streetcars

B connected the removed amusement area to
Figure 1. Streetcar tracks being laid on the downtown business center. With an
Arlington Heights Boulevard in the early influx of visitors and pioneers, residential
1890s. Photo shows downtown in the distance homes, from modest to mansions, were built.
and the current location of the museums in the  In the neighborhood northwest of Lake

cultural district. Reprinted from fwtx.com. Como, opulent homes were first built on
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River Crest Country Club land, the first Texas club that included housing on its acreage. The
area grew around the turn of the century, but Lake Como began to decline by the 1920s.
Fires, bankruptcy and floods led to the destruction and decline of a once vibrant city

destination. With few trees and difficult growing soil, the land was not highly sought after.

This affordable land became available in the area now called Como.

Figure 2. Lake Como Amusement Park in 1908. Reprinted from fortwortharchitecture.com.

Reprinted with permission from Special Collections at University of Texas in Arlington.
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Black citizens, who worked for the railroad and _ ‘ﬁ"t
in homes in the wealthier communities surrounding the
area, began to buy property and establish a
neighborhood (see figure 3). By 1926, Como had a
number of businesses, churches, schools and 150

homes. For the next two decades, Como residents

petitioned the city of Fort Worth to extend its services
to the neighborhood, including septic, water and paved Figure 3. 1925 map of lots established
streets. The New Deal created financing that allowed  in Fort Worth. Como neighborhood is
the Como neighborhood to expand. Food sources south of Camp Bowie Boulevard.

Reprinted from www.tsl.texas.gov
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came from locally owned restaurants and grocery stores in the neighborhood, including J.W.
Patterson’s Drug Store, Lake Como Grocery, and Westend Café. Over the next two decades,

more restaurants and grocery stores opened.

g

De
Butons

Growing up in Fort Worth, | passed
around and through residential Como a number of
times, as three of its borders are the major

thoroughfares of Vickery Boulevard, Bryant Irvin

Road and Camp Bowie Boulevard (see figure 4).
Just like its surrounding neighborhoods, | knew

the name but not much about the community

itself. As a student at TCU, | worked on a _ :
Figure 4. Current map of Como with blue

documentary project, Stories of Como . . ) )
yprol lines showing the boundaries. Reprinted

(Anderson et al., 2013), with residents to from maps.google.com

record the stories of their lives in Como.

Though Como was developed as a separate entity of Lake Como, many residents today still
call the neighborhood “Lake Como” or even “The Lake.” The community continues to be
surrounded by the wealthier communities of Ridglea to the east, Westover Hills to the north,
Arlington Heights to the west, and River Crest to the northwest. A disparity of average
income and home value exists between Como and other Fort Worth neighborhoods.
According to City-data.com, the average household income in Fort Worth is $47,399, in
Westover Hills (just blocks north of Como) is $224,641, and in Como is $30,776. For the
same three locations, the average house value is $148,883, $951,381, and $83,411,

respectively. One of the original River Crest mansions, built in 1911, is currently for sale
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with an asking price of $2,750,000 (Zillow, 2014). While there are still many home owners
and some locally owned businesses in Como, the vitality of the neighborhood has declined.
There are many abandoned buildings and empty lots throughout the streets. The
neighborhood borders are encroached upon by outside businesses and halfway houses.

Some residents point to the forced closing of Como High School during integration as
the reason for the change in neighborhood disposition. As students were sent away from their
community to hostile school environments, the closeness and intimacy of the neighborhood
began to fade. Some residents point to generational differences as causing the alteration in
attitude in the community. For example, younger church members do not stay at the church
throughout Sunday like the elders did during their youth because they are so busy doing other
things in their lives. One resident suggested the impact of race on the lack of political power.
While 78% of Como residents are Black, only 17% of Fort Worth residents as a whole are
Black. In Como, only 9% are White but in Fort Worth as a whole, 42% of residents are

White, representing the largest racial group of the city’s population (see figures 5 and 6).

Hispanic

Hispanic

Figure 5. Races living in Como Figure 6. Races living in Fort Worth.

community in Fort Worth Adapted from city-data.com
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Though Como has had many advocates and political leaders, the representative voice of
Como does not counterbalance the opinions of the predominantly White city leadership. Just
as residents protested for necessary improvements through the 1940s, residents of Como
continue to work towards achieving enhanced resources and representation today. For
example, one resident explained that he recently worked with the city on plans to develop an
amphitheater in the local park. A city councilman told the resident that Como had enough
problems to deal with so the community did not need funding spent towards recreation.
These perceptions held by Fort Worth residents outside Como community do not understand
the history or present state of “The Lake.” While today there are few food-based

establishments, food still plays an important part in showing the strength of the community.
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Purpose of Study

In the documentary, Stories of Como (Anderson et al., 2013), adults from different
generations shared their sense of community through memories of school, church, and
traditions. Stories about food weaved throughout many of the interviews. For instance, Mrs.
Sanford shared her interpretation of the community through a favorite memory. While her
story about getting cookies from Mrs. Alexander’s mailbox appears to be about a sweet treat,
she uses the cookies to illustrate the close-knit ties among caring neighbors and their
generosity during her childhood. Though schools provide formal education, the community
reports a strong tradition of teaching each other through means outside the classroom walls.
If individuals want to learn something, such as a coveted barbecue sauce recipe, all they
would need to do is ask the creator. Food has been an important component of this shared
learning and experience. Food also plays a large role in celebrations that bring people
together. By sharing knowledge of food, recipes, and customs, the community members
share knowledge of their neighborhood and its culture. Outsider prejudices may assume a
broken, impoverished community. However, the stories surrounding food illuminate the
strength of Como community and the culture of its residents. This study aims to bring
forward voices from the community in order to share them with its members and those

beyond the boundaries of Como.
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Relevant Literature
Food Studies

When used as a singular word in research, food “can mean foodstuff, ingredients, or
the dishes and meals being consumed” (Long, 2009, p. xi). The discipline of Food Studies
emerged in the 1930s when Audrey Richards studied the “nutritional needs” and effects of
hunger on the Southern Bantu and the Bemba in Zambia (Macbeth & MacClancy, 2004, p.
2). In the United States, the National Research Council established the Committee on Food
Habits in 1940. The government created this committee to better understand problems
regarding “rationing, industrial feeding, and food and morale” (Mead, 1940, p. 290).
Prominent anthropologist Margaret Mead was asked to serve as the executive secretary, and
she established academic protocols to carry out the charge by using college students and
universities to do local research (National Research Council, 1943). This marked the
beginning of Food Studies as a discipline in the United States. One of the initial studies
concerned “the psychosomatic mechanisms in obesity and allergy in childhood and attitudes
involved in children's changing food habits” (Mead, 1940, p. 291). The focus of food habits
analyzed “dietary patterns characteristic of a group in the population” (Meade, 1943, p. 136).
The Committee on Food Habits’ studies involved “validated tests” and “controlled
experiments” to understand consumption behaviors (Mead, 1940, p. 291).

Since Mead’s time, anthropologists who study food have noted “that so many of the
questions we pose are best answered by utilizing the strengths of different disciplines”
(Macbeth & MacClancy, 2004, p. 5). “For humans, food can be regarded as both “‘nature’
and ‘culture’,” expanding the view of food studies beyond sustenance (Macbeth &

MacClancy, 2004, p. 5). Today, the field of food studies has expanded to include the role of
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food in culture and the social nature of food and people. Biological studies on eating and
hunger continue today. However, the methods of study have expanded along with the change
in questions, and today many qualitative approaches are also used in food studies.
Ethnographers, for example, realize the importance of “local mode of identification” when
understanding the “discourse of food” among a group of people (MacClancy, 2004, p. 69).
Other writers who gathered food stories include The Works Progress Administration,
which hired teams of out-of-work writers and assigned them to regions of the United States
to write stories that involved food. The project, titled America Eats, was to be “a series of
guides showing the impact of immigration and customs on the food traditions of each region”
(Kurlansky, 2002, p. 63). The goal was to “create a book about [the United States’] national
food culture with a chapter for each state,” but World War 1l ended the project prematurely
(Walsh, 2012, pp. ix-x). These writers sought out stories about local dishes from local people
and often included work from WPA'’s slave narratives and travel guides projects (Willard,
2009). Though the pieces were not published, the unfinished work has been discovered in the
Library of Congress and researchers are using them to tell a collective story of food history in

the United States (Willard, 2009; Walsh, 2012; Kurlansky, 2002; Nelson & Silva, 2004)

Foodways

Foodways is an emerging interdisciplinary field within food studies. Thursby (2008)
defined the term as “the intersection of food and culture” (p. 176) and explained that “food
obviously sustains life, but beyond survival, the creative relationships established between
people and food carry metaphoric and symbolic meanings” (p. X). Food represents a material

folklore that acts as a tangible representation of shared “stories, symbolism, trends, memory
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and nostalgia, customs, ethnicity” among a group of people (Thursby, 2008, p. 176).
Cookbook author Melissa Guerra explained that food is “history you can eat” and the stories
are “being woven in front of our very eyes” (Morago, 2010, p. 1). Foodways scholars are
collecting the stories behind the food and the people who cook or eat the food. Engelhardt
(2009) studied foodways by viewing food as “a window into who we are as humans; into
how we think about ourselves, organize our societies, celebrate, pass our daily lives” (p. xx).
Long (2009) made a distinction between food as a unique dish and foodways as “all the
activities surrounding food, as well as the ways in which people think and talk about food”
(p. xi). Foodways often has a regional focus, to illuminate local culture of the people and
their food.

In the United States, the diversity in food culture stems from the immigration waves
of different time periods and geographical locations. While America is often referred to as
the melting pot, Long (2009) explained “ethnic cuisines naturally changed on foreign soil,
adapting new ingredients and popular taste-but at heart they remain clear and proud
descendants of their respective countries” (p. viii). The use of soil in Long’s quote highlights
the meaning of the literal, the physical place where food grows and the metaphorical, a place
of belonging or feeling of isolation. While various restaurant types (Italian, Mexican,
Chinese, etc.) are infused into “mainstream American culture,” regional foods uniquely
contribute to the ways that Americans in a geographic region define their “communities
through shared experiences” (Long, 2009, p. viii). The United States comprises a variety of
“landscape, climate, and people,” but “food is one of the most common ways of expressing
[distinct] culture and often helps us to recognize different regions” (Long, 2009, p. ix). Long

(2009) created a difference between specific foods “that are unique to a region” and
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representative foods “that are found elsewhere but somehow embody a region’s history and

foodways” (p. xi). While maps of America’s regions do not always draw the lines in the same

place, foodways researchers divide the Southwest and the South to view the unique food
practices in the two regions (Long, 2009; Gabaccia, 1998; Walsh, 2012). Headquarted in

Mississippi, Southern Foodways Alliance (2014) uses the practice of oral history to

document, study, and celebrate the “diverse food cultures of the changing American South.”

While they section themselves off in terms of place, they emphasize the importance of
bringing all the people of the region together. “We set a common table where black and
white, rich and poor-all who gather-may consider our history and our future in a spirit of
reconciliation” (Southern Foodways Alliance, 2014). While they emphasize differences of

race and socioeconomic status, they point to the importance of shared soil.

Texas

Texas serves as a transition between the Southwest and the South (specifically the
“Gulf Coast”) and thus has its own mix of cuisine and food folklore. In 2010, “Scholars,
chefs, journalists, restaurateurs, farmers, ranchers, and other citizens of the state of Texas”
formed the Foodways Texas organization “to preserve, promote and celebrate the diverse
food cultures of Texas” (“About,” 2010). Robb Walsh, one of the directors, explained that
the organization was modeled on the Southern Foodways Alliance but is separate because
“we're very proud of the part of our history that isn't Southern. Southerners are proud of
being Southerners, and Texans are proud of being Texans. Texas is unto itself” (Morago,
2010, p. 1). While he maintains that Texas is unique from the South, it is impossible to

remove the history of the South from Texas. Texas was the most western confederate state

10
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and Jim Crow laws were still in place through the 1970s. The history of Texas as Southern
cannot be ignored, though Foodways Texas tries to highlight dishes that define Texas in its
melting pot of cuisine: “The state’s food history is a patchwork created by the resident ethnic
groups and by an extremely varied geography” (Walsh, 2012, p. ix). The group celebrates
and documents Texas dishes, including “Tex-Mex, barbecue, Gulf seafood, Texas beef, chili,
Texas citrus, pecan pie, chicken-fried steak, kolaches, frozen margaritas, Texas craft brews
and artisanal producers of ice cream, cheese, honey, bread and tortillas” (Morago, 2010, p.
1). Within this varied state of Texas, the city of Fort Worth maintains its nickname, “Where
the West Begins.” As a continued public contradiction of place, Fort Worth, too, represents a
variety of regional and ethnic cuisine. The Fort Worth Convention & Visitors Bureau (2013)
claims that in order to “Eat like a local,” a visitor must be in search of Tex-Mex, burgers,
barbecue or “Cowboy Cuisine.” However, this promoted image does not represent all Fort

Worth citizens.

Como Community

While Como shares geographic ties to the city and state, as a historically Black
community, the neighborhood has its own customs and has merged ethnic traditions with
geographic ones. In order to understand foodways within a community, it is important to look
at the key events. Popular occasions in Como community include the church potlucks. Whit
(2007) highlighted the importance of “commensality” as fellowship at the table, which
allows people to pray and eat together (p. 54): “Church feasts provided a mechanism to

affirm traditional African American cuisine as a symbol of collective meaning” (Whit, 2007,

11
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p. 54). Whether these meals are on Easter Sunday or just to bring the church members
together, they represent more than just eating the day’s meal.

The tie-in between food and holidays is documented by food researchers all over the
world. Robb Walsh (2012) combines stories with recipes from the five regional cuisines of
Texas in his cookbook, Texas Eats. He shares recipes such as chicken and dumplings, fried
chicken, and okra. As these recipes came from Black women in East Texas, the titles are not
simply the name of the dish but rather include the name of the creator, such as “Pearl’s
Chicken and Fluffy Dumplings” (p. 88) or “Just Like Moma’s Fried Chicken” (p. 87). The
Juneteenth chapter is listed under “East Texas Southern” region, though the holiday is a
statewide holiday (Walsh, 2012). Juneteenth was established as a holiday to commemorate
the announcement of the abolition of slavery in Texas, which happened two years after
Lincoln’s emancipation proclamation. Today it is seen as a “celebration of African American
heritage, freedom from slavery, and barbeque blowout” (Walsh, 2013, p. 83). A longtime
resident of Como, Estrus Tucker, explained that while Juneteenth is not as widely celebrated
as July Fourth in Como, the connection between food and holidays is prevalent in the
neighborhood (Interview, April 12, 2013). Tucker, as well as other members of the
community, told of the July Fourth parade and picnic, culminating with cooking, sharing, and
eating of barbecue.

In understanding Como, it is essential not only to look at the current status but to hear
stories that talk about the past in the community. Engelhardt (2011) explains, “food ‘means’
more than sustenance, and those meanings shift over time and place” (p. 8). Just as important
as what has shifted through Como’s history is what has remained the same, showing the

lasting strength of the community. The study of Foodways allows researchers to understand

12
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so much more about a community beyond what the people are consuming. With Como’s
physical location and history of race and power relations within the city of Fort Worth, food

stories transcend the literal meanings.

13
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Methodology & Research Design

While in the interviews | was able to hear coveted recipes from some of the most
esteemed cooks and bakers in Como, this research was never about the food itself. Rather, it
was about how food illuminates culture and community among a group of people. | took a
narrative inquiry approach in order to understand the experiences of the community
members. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) detail the importance of understanding human
experience:

The social sciences are concerned with humans and their relations with

themselves and their environment. As such, the social sciences are founded on

the study of experience. Experience is therefore the starting point and the key

term for all social science inquiry. (p. xxiii)

My broad research interest is the experiences of the people in Como, their relationships with
each other, and the community. More specifically, | am studying what shared Foodways can
tell us about this community.

The strength in the Como relationships is evident by the interconnectedness of the
interviewees’ stories. Each person builds on a previously told story and adds a unique
perspective. “People live stories, and in telling of these stories, reaffirm them, modify them,
and create new ones” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. xxvi). Together their stories construct
meaning into a greater narrative. Engelhardt (2011) affirms, "Buried in food choices are
stories of race, class, gender, and social power" (p. 7). While many of these sociological
issues came through the narrative, so did the optimistic ideas of community building through
shared experiences. The stories told in present day illuminate the past but also serve to

inform future generations of their heritage and community. The youth in the community can

14
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understand Como through the narrative of their families. “Stories lived and told educate the
self and others, including the young and those such as researchers who are new to their
communities” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. xxvi).

Though I worked with the community on one prior project, I continue to be mostly an
outsider as a researcher. Ritchie (2003) expressed the importance of acknowledging this
positionality before doing interviews. “Just as the race and gender of the interviewer and
interviewee may affect the interview, whether the interviewer comes from the subject’s
community will influence what is said” (Ritchie, 2003, p. 226). | am a young, White female
from outside the community, and I must acknowledge that the stories | hear could be
different than if the participants interviewed their own friends and family. Ritchie (2003)
suggested one way to mediate this process is by journaling the changing relationships. With
each interview, the community began to know me a little better, and I gained their trust.
Sharing conversations and stories allowed me to have a better understanding and transplant
me into the community. In order to bring the interviews to life, | wanted to live the stories by
collecting data in the form of field notes. | had to experience some of the stories first hand in
order to truly understand their essence. An essential component of this research was for me to
work cooperatively with the community members to listen to the narratives rather than serve
as merely an outside observer, constructing ideas independently.

The nature of foodways is not merely observed but rather spoken. “Vernacular or
verbal elements of folklore play a large part in the discussion of foodways; people
consistently transmit oral information about foods to one another” (Thursby, 2008, p. vii).
Engelhardt (2009) worked with Luke Zimmerman, the president of the Central Texas

Barbecue Association, to “collect, document, and preserve the stories of barbecue culture

15
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around Central Texas” (p. xxi). Instead of trying to define one true Texas barbeque,
Engelhardt showed “appreciation for the complexities of Texas cultures” (p. xxiv). The
people she interviewed were more than barbeque connoisseurs but people who were “holders
of family, community, and national knowledge” (p. xxv). Though Engelhardt did not include
the full transcripts in her book, they are available on the Southern Foodways Alliance
website. When writing the book, she removed herself as the interviewer by “turning them
into first-person narratives” (p. xxvii). | emulated Engelhardt’s approach to Central Texas
barbeque stories in collecting and documenting the Como community stories. Even through
her writing process, food was an important part of the journey. | brought food to each of my
own interviews, and it served as a symbol for the idea of the communal table, which helped
promote a relationship between myself and the members of Como. Though | was intimidated
to bake for some of the most admired cooks and bakers in the neighborhood, | attempted to

make a dessert or bread for each person.

Data and Methods

The importance of oral sharing in transmitting food history and traditions required the
bulk of the data to be research interviews. Drawing on oral history methods, | audio recorded
and transcribed each interview in its entirety. These transcripts were given to the individual
who partook in the interview and will be shared with the broader community, since only a
sample of their stories is included here. While | did not use audio or video to record the
events at church that were merely observations, | reconstructed what | saw and heard in a

journal entry as additional field texts.
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During the interviews and in analyzing the data, | remembered the impact of nostalgia
on memories and stories. Ritchie (2003) explained, it is “common to encounter rosy
reminiscence about ‘the good old days,” considering that oral historians interview older
people about their youth, when even disappointments can be remembered as adventurous
incidents” (p. 34). While I used this idea as a reminder, it was essential not to take a critical
stance of memories but rather accept the stories as the individual’s truth. Rather than
focusing on gathering historically accurate data, it was important to understand the reality of

each individual’s experience, past and present.

Zion Missionary Baptist Church

An acquaintance of mine, who grew up in Como, made initial introductions and
opened the door into the community. | called each participant and set up times to meet them
in person. The interviews lasted from one to three hours and occurred in participants’ homes,
at Zion Missionary Baptist Church and once at Red Lobster. To start each interview, |
presented my baked good and explained my background and research interest. Once the
participant signed the consent form, | turned on the recorder. By this point, we were already
having a discussion so the recorder did not feel as formal. Through continued conversation, |
attended events at the church that had been discussed in previous interviews. It was quickly
evident that the church became the focus instead of gathering voices from so many different

people or places within Como.

17
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Since my initial entree into Como was a member of the Zion Missionary Baptist
Church,’ the participants shared this setting as a common experience. The more interviews |
conducted and the more | opened myself up to events, it became clear that the findings were
not of Como community at large but rather this specific church. One event | attended had

members from another church in the community as the guest church. This inter-church

hosting is something that happens multiple times per year. When asked about the relationship

o

between the members of the various churches, one
member explained that it does not matter where

people go to church; everyone is one community 710N MISSIONARY BAPTIST CHURCH

FOUNDED IN 19219, THIS CHURCH HAS

. . . . THE AFRICAN
family. As such, the interviews at Zion serve as a A A P AMJNITY. OF LAKE. COMG I

FORT WORTH. THE CONGREGATION ERECTED
THIS BUILDING IN 1923, ANIZ[:l TB:gASAmg
i YEAR, THE REYV. G.W. BURTO
case study for other church members in the e e
: WHICH THE CHURCH GREW AS A LEA{;E"RT:;
i i i i B THE COMMUNITY. HE WAS FOLLOWED

community. Since | interviewed members of a 7l REV. J.W. BRISCOE, SR., WHO SERVED UNTIL
? 1992. OVER THE YEARS, THE CONGREGATION

7@ DEEPLY AFFECTED THE CITY THROUGH

i i 2 SOCIAL, CIVIC AND PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT.

church group, voices from community members | SociAL vic aND RBEIC et Ol e
ECONOMY THROUGH LAKE COMO

i iai i i ENTREPRENEURSHIP. A SPIRITUAL LEADER IN
who had a different religious perspective or who did Rk s £k T CHORCH FODAY
CONTINUES TO PLAY A VITAL SPIRITUAL ROLE
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While this exclusion does not seem to directly
1
correlate with food, the inherent connection found Figure 7. Texas Historical Commission
between the church and meals indicates a subculture  marker at Zion Missionary Baptist

within Como. Walsh (2012) explained that in food Church. Reprinted from

waymarking.com

! Since the members referred to the church as Zion, instead of its longer formal name, | use Zion in instead of
Zion Missionary Baptist Church from this point forward when referring to it as a community rather than a

physical place.
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stories research, “every history is an incomplete record, told from a narrow point of view” (p.
X). Instead of trying to hear every story in Como, | deepened my understanding of the food
culture at Zion.

In 2006, Zion Missionary Baptist Church became a Historical Landmark. The plaque
on site highlights the church’s role in building a spiritual community (see figure 7). Zion
serves as a community within Como community. It is one of the largest and the oldest
churches in Como, tracing its roots to 1919. Sitting on the corner of Horne Street and Libbey
Avenue, the church is in the center of Como, serving as a central location as well as a cultural
heart of the neighborhood. While Zion’s affiliation with Baptist Missionary distinguishes it
ideologically from other churches in the community, the church community is inclusive and
regularly hosts members of guest churches of different denominations. Zion is considered the
Mother Church of Como. The members of the church have known each other for generations;
it is impossible for members to talk about their stories without including pieces of another
member’s story. In the context of this research, these overlaps further highlighted the

presence of community in the church and throughout Como.

Participants

Four of the participants were women and one was a man. Three of the women were
elderly with great grandchildren. One of the women was a grandmother and was a generation
younger than the other women. The male participant was of the younger generation (in his
50s). Through my time at the church, other participants were part of the observations but not

formally interviewed.
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Claudia Anderson, an 86-year-old retired teacher, does everything but rest during her
retirement. She is still actively involved in writing, planning and implementing curriculum
for the North Texas District Association, an organization of Black churches in the Dallas-
Fort Worth Metroplex. After high school, she left her home on the farm in Cameron, Texas,
to go to Prairie View on a Home Economics scholarship. Once she graduated, she realized
that education, not home economics, was her calling and she got her credentials to become a
teacher. She taught in Como for decades, educating her children in and out of the classroom.
She took students on a field trip to her home to see her garden and learn about food, cooking
and nutrition. She even planted a garden outside her classroom window so they could watch
the stages of a bean plant from seed to produce. She started a tradition during Mother’s Day
that allowed the students to bring home a potted bean plant as a present, continuing the
lesson beyond the school walls. Mrs. Anderson’s faith shines through in every word and
action of her life. One church member said, “Many people throw the word ministry around.
Not when it comes to Claudia Anderson. She defines what it means to be a missionary. She
always gives her time and resources to make anything possible.”

Reverend Kevin Hunt grew up attending Zion. His mom was a single mother, raising
two boys in the community. The sons often helped out in the kitchen, learning her craft of
cooking. Reverend Hunt’s first job in high school was at Red Lobster. He then moved to
Bonanza Steakhouse as a bus boy and worked his way up to a dish cleaner, then pastry chef
and prep chef. The Hill family, owners of the Bonanza franchise’s Camp Bowie location,
found employees who showed interest in making cooking a career and sent them to Dallas
for Saturday seminars and Cordon Bleu sessions. Reverend Hunt took advantage of this

training and advanced his knowledge of cooking. He later left the kitchen and worked at
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Lockheed. For holiday gatherings, the company celebrated with potlucks. His mother’s
turkey and dressing became so popular that people began paying the family to make it.
Eventually, his family started a catering service and made it a full-time career. Reverend
Hunt cooks every Wednesday for the youth in the church, bringing his famous dishes to the
children and their families.

Anita McCullough and her sister, Ethelene, keep their mother’s traditions alive. Her
mother, Juanita, learned how to cook out of necessity to feed her parents, especially her
father, who loved to eat but did not enjoy his wife’s cooking. Juanita did not stop cooking
from the time she was a girl, always working in the kitchen and always hosting. At her
funeral, the speakers all referenced her food and generosity. Everyone always asked for the
matriarch’s recipes but she never had any written down. Anita McCullough learned how to
make her mother’s recipes by helping her in the kitchen. She now makes some of her
mother’s signature dishes, including turkey and dressing, with her children and
grandchildren. Though the tradition of cooking a pumpkin bread loaf for every member of
the church stopped with her mother, her spirit lives on through Anita’s work in both Zion’s
and her own kitchen.

Dorothy Woods, queen of the sheath cake, got her start cooking in Fort Worth ISD
schools in the 1960s. She followed the school recipes for cake, cobbler and other pastry
specialties. She and her husband worked together to measure, stir and prepare fabulous
sweets for the teachers and students of Lily B. Clayton and Mary Louise Phillips. While she
left the cafeteria to begin working in the classroom, she never stopped cooking. At home, she
cooked every Sunday and had an open door policy. At church, it was impossible to have a

complete meal without one of Mrs. Woods’ desserts. Even while on vacation in California or
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Georgia to see family, she was put in charge of the cooking. While she is no longer able to
cook today, her recipes live on through her son, Dennis.

Louise Daniels learned to cook through her involvement in the church. Helping out as
a prep cook, she learned recipes and techniques from her friends on the food committee.
Whether preparing for a holiday or a funeral, Mrs. Daniels always offered to help wherever it
was needed. For a time, she worked for Texas A&M’s Expanding Traditions program,
helping educate parents in low socioeconomic homes how to use their food stamps
effectively and how to cook nutritious meals. Now with her family grown, she does not cook
as often. Yet while we spoke, she had a stew simmering on the stove, wafting of warm
potatoes and sweet onions. Although cooking may not be routine any more, it did smell like

the skills were still engrained.

Research Questions

My goal for all of the interviews was to build a relationship with my interviewees
first before delving into specific research questions. Understanding each other’s backgrounds
and lives helps surface commonalities. As we moved into discussing food, the questions
remained open-ended, asking participants to share their ideas about food or celebrations in
Como. The interviews were conversational in nature, focused on sharing stories with follow-
up questions rather than a set list of questions. Due to the interconnectivity of the
participants, answers from one interview spurred questions for the next. While initial focuses
were on food events and key dishes, questions about soul food history and other cooks in
Como arose. Multiple stories overlapped among the participants, promoting the idea of a

shared construction of ideas among the members. While there are always more nuanced
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stories to understand, the interviews and events formulated a clear picture of food and

community in Como.
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Findings and Discussion

Many of the stories about food practices took
place in the setting of Zion Missionary Baptist
Church (see figure 8). The church members socially
construct their ideas of tradition and values through
their collective belonging to the church. The strength
in these ideas shined through their stories. The
members of Zion discussed the collecting, preparing,
sharing and eating; however, these stories of food
mean more and serve as metaphors for other topics,

including education, tradition, history, economics,

é S Eem . and ministry.
Figure 8. Zion Missionary Baptist

Church view from Horne Street. ] _
Kitchen as Classroom: Education

Reprinted from o ) _
My initial academic understanding of Como

www.thezionbaptistchurch.org

came from research on the impacts of the closing of
Como High School in 1972, following enforcement of Brown v. Board of Education. Many
of the stories were heartbreaking and illuminated the influence of prejudice in Fort Worth at
the time. Students were forced to go to schools outside Como instead of drawing new lines to
allow for authentic integration of children from all neighborhoods. Despite this difficult time,

the community retained hope through their strong community efforts. Though the physical

school closed, informal education allowed neighbors and family members to teach each other
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the sense of community and local culture. Many of these lessons are especially evident in the
realm of the kitchen.

One consistent question in all interviews asked how all the participants learned to
cook. While Reverend Hunt did have the ability to attend some Cordon Bleu classes in an
official school setting, most learned by watching and emulating those with experience in the
kitchen. Before formal instruction at Cordon Bleu, Reverend Hunt’s own foundation came
from working in the kitchen with his mother, who “learned to cook from living in the
country. She was one of 9 and all the girls had to learn out there.” Through necessity, the
girls followed models of their mothers, aunts and grandmothers. Mrs. Woods learned how to
bake for her job as a pastry cook in a school cafeteria. She explained that she learned tricks
and tips from those around her over time. Most learned from an older family member or from
peers, including Mrs. Daniels, who learned later in life. The church

had cooks who were really something and | was a prep cook or a helper cook

and | gained a lot of knowledge from that... | learned, from watching other

people because most of the people | was around didn’t have recipes. The

recipe was up here [points to head]. They were not written recipes. It was
something they learned through experience in cooking out in their families.
The use of the word knowledge again associates the skills of cooking in the kitchen with
academic learning, just as students gain knowledge and skills in the classroom. Some of her
peers held mastery over the subject, as indicated by their ability to cook from recipes in their
head. The students in the kitchen, the food committee helpers, were able to gain knowledge
from their teachers, the master cooks. This type of learning is experiential and collaborative

instead of isolated by merely passing down a written recipe.
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Just as Mrs. Daniels learned from her peers, others valued the importance of learning
by passing down the knowledge through generations. Mrs. McCullough explained,

Ever since | could remember, my mom always cooked. She always, always

cooked. And I don’t think she got it from her mom because her mom wasn’t a

very good cook. I think she learned to cook because her father was a big man

and he liked to eat and her mother couldn’t cook so she learned to cook. She

passed it on to me. | cook.
Mrs. McCullough cannot point to an exact method that allowed her mother to learn the art of
cooking, but she reiterates the talent came out of necessity. She needed to help out her family
and provide skills that her mother lacked. This knowledge was not disseminated through
writing but rather experienced through working in the kitchen. By working alongside her
mother, Mrs. McCullough was able to gain the knowledge to cook like her mother. She
explains that other people want to have the same skills and seek to do so by asking for her
mother’s recipes. However, she explains that recipes are not codified but rather acted out
through muscle memory. After years of preparing a dish, she is able to make it by feel, smell,
taste. Not only was this easy for favorite dishes but she had a wide variety of expertise:

You name it, she could fix it. You could ask someone at the church... They

were always asking, ‘Oh, how do you do this? Can I have the recipe?’ She

didn’t really have the recipe. She’d put a little of this and a little of that and

she’d taste and say, ‘I need a little bit of salt or I need a little bit of this.” She

never really had recipes. Because they were asking me about it and | said, |

couldn’t give you a recipe. | just did what my mother did. | saw her do it. Just

put some stuff together.
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Since it is not sufficient to pass along skills through writing, this story highlights the essential
need to come together as a community and learn together. Mrs. McCullough is passing along
her knowledge to any family member who shows interest. Her granddaughter, age 10, is now
attempting to bake some of the great grandmother’s recipes with her grandmother.

While the tradition of “cooking by feel” was common for members of the community,
this approach made it hard for other church members to replicate dishes. Therefore, the
person who made a specific dish became associated with that dish. For example, Zion
members always expected Mrs. Woods’ sheath cake and now her son’s turkey and dressing
at church meals. The ability to prepare meals without measuring showed the mastery of
cooking. Mrs. Woods explained that there is a difference between cooking and baking. She
follows measurements and recipe order for cakes and other baked goods due to the chemistry
involved in the process. However, her cooking has always been done by taste. While she
developed into a skilled cook, with the ability to distinguish even small flavors, her recipe-
free cooking originated out of necessity.

There was 8 of us at home. There was 3 up under me, 4 over me and | cooked.

My mother went to work and she’d come home and, ‘You didn’t cook dinner?’

I said, ‘I didn’t see anything to cook with, to make.” There was some soft joe,

there was some this and that. | was just bewildered. And then, | had to learn,

whatever was in there, whether it was spaghetti, 1 had to learn to make

something out of what was in there. And when | had a family and times were

tough with us that helped me so much because | could make something out of

what somebody else would say, ‘We don’t have this. We don’t have that.” But
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whatever we had, | had learned you could just pull together whatever it was.

That helped me. When times were rough for us, | could make a meal.

Again the need to provide for family helped further understanding of kitchen
knowledge.

While the teaching and learning of cooking had been female-dominated for a long
time in the community, there are a number of men who now partake in the sharing of this
knowledge. On the food committee, there are “a couple of men up there that they depend on
for the cooking,” explained Mrs. Daniels. Reverend Hunt explained how he got his start in
cooking:

My parents got divorced and my mom depended on us. | was always in the

kitchen helping her. Right under her shoulder. I could help her and watch her

and learn from her. She never had to measure anything. Now, | can just tell by

the smell of something if it has the right spices.

He now contributes to the cycle of learning by teaching his own family how to cook.

While this discussion of learning the art and science of cooking through the
generations came out through many of the interviews, not every cook was open to this
approach for acquiring skill. Mrs. Daniels describes her daughter, who did not learn to cook
from her, as an avid cook now:

[When she was young], she was off doing something else. I didn’t know she

was as interested in cooking as she was. But she’s a very good cook... She

likes to cook and she don’t want nobody in there with her when she’s cooking.

She wants to do it all herself so that’s good.

28



COOKIES IN THE MAILBOX

This story reminds us that there are different experiences in the community and it should not
be assumed that everyone enjoys disseminating their knowledge nor that the younger
generation is yet ready to listen. Some indicated a love of cooking while others
acknowledged they did it more so because they were good at it or because no one else was
willing to do so. Some of the stories indicated that learning to cook came out of necessity
rather than pure enjoyment. While there were many reasons or sources for learning, the
community maintains the importance of sharing local knowledge with its members through

teaching cooking.

Table as Celebration: Tradition

Annual traditions, including religious and national holidays, serve as a time for feasts.
Certain dishes are “often markers or symbols of a culture, and their presence is expected at
various occasions” (Thursby 2008, p. 2). Each of the interviewees remarked that they
consider turkey and dressing to be the quintessential dish of Como. This is not only served on
Thanksgiving, as traditional throughout the United States, but during other holidays and
special occasions throughout the year. While certain members of the church are always asked
to bring turkey and dressing to large gatherings, most families have a relative that makes it
for their smaller, individual meals.

While holidays serve as an important time for family traditions, celebrations happen
outside the regular events that occur annually. Prosterman (1984) explored food as the
“framework around which the celebration is built” (p. 127). Similarly, Mrs. Woods expresses
the joy of celebrating life’s events. She emphasizes the connection between these celebratory

times and feasting:
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My sister’s husband and my sister, she got a Ph.D. | got a two year degree,
associate degree, and so did my brother-in-law. So we rented this place. And
we had a big party for our celebration. We sent out invitations, we invited
people to come for our celebration. They had dancing and food. We always
celebrated anything with food. We had birthday celebrations, we had food. My
nephew, that’s twelve, one year, we had his birthday was March and Easter
must have come early so that Saturday, | said let’s do the bunny cake. So
everyone got to make a bunny cake to take home. And then they had a bounce
house and put it in the front yard. And we had, I think that year, I didn’t cook
but Dennis did Mexican food. And everybody enjoyed. They got full; they got
to take a cake home. They went to the Easter egg hunt and then here to the
party. And made the bunny cake. So they had a lot. And then they got to play
in the bounce house. He had gotten a little car for Christmas and they rolled it
around. Kids riding in the car and then they were bouncing in the bounce
house. You know, just make a celebration out it, for whatever. As long as you
have the food and plan some fun for the kids. If it’s a kids thing. And the
bounce house was one thing that you could just rent those and put in the yard.
It was a lot of fun.

Whether the gathering symbolized a holiday, a birthday or other celebration, such as

graduation, family comes around the table to honor the event. Though these times are full of

joy, meals are also provided in times of sorrow, such as the funeral. At the church, the food

committee comes together and cooks for the attendants. Mrs. Daniels explains that it “is
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nothing to prepare for 150 people.” The service honors the deceased and afterwards, the
congregation celebrates the life with a traditional meal:

For funerals, we always have a set menu: fried chicken, creamed potatoes

(that’s what | do- mashed potatoes), green beans, rolls and desserts.

Sometimes we may have corn or something else but most of the time it’s the

fried chicken.

No matter what the sentiment is behind the event, the Como community embraces
inclusion. Many people spoke of the importance of having an open-door policy at official or
personal events. Mrs. McCullough said at her home, following in her mother’s footsteps,
there is “always room for one more,” Mrs. Daniels reiterated this idea by saying that she
never knew who was coming because she invited everyone. She explained that with the
microwave, she was able to extend her generosity beyond the meal time. She imparts, “if they
can’t make it that Sunday, then you can come make you a plate.” With growing families,
members move out of the community or become too busy to attend every event, but they are
just as welcome as those that are always available during mealtime.

Once in a while, members stray from the traditional to try something new. Mrs.
Woods was intrigued by the Turducken she had heard about and chose to prepare this
specialty dish instead of the usual meat.

On TV they talked about the Turducken. And | called this place where they

sold them. It was out on, off of Rufe Snow Drive. And you would go, you

would call and order and maybe went over and then you have to cook it so

long. They had instructions on how to cook it. And it was good. It was

interesting... Everything was already done. | think they still have them. But |
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haven’t heard anyone talk about them. But during the football game, they
would talk about it, especially on Thanksgiving. I’m trying to think about it
now. But they would talk about this turducken and they showed it on TV. And
they showed where they had opened that foil up the fill and there was turkey
and then the duck was inside and the instructors tell you how to cut it. It was
expensive but that was a special occasion. That was the only time | did it. But
I would have it again if I was having someone who would eat it... It was
somebody at the school where I was working who told me. She said she got
one every year and told me where it was. And | went and | got one that year.
But it was really nice. You know, if you’re having people over that gonna eat
it. And if you want something different, just conversation piece. And it was
tasty, it was good.

Again aligning with economics, the cost of this dish prohibited it from becoming a more

regular item. Beyond taste, its primary function served as an object to cause discussion about

its uniqueness. This did not warrant reason enough to serve the turducken again at holiday
meals.
Not every family was willing to stray from what they knew during mealtime. Anita

McCullough’s mother proved that in her family, even “the construction of a meal follows

traditional rules,” by always having certain dishes present for holiday meals (Jones, 2007, p.

142). Mrs. McCullough noted because of her mom’s preference,
it’s always tradition for us to have turkey, dressing, greens, mashed potatoes,

peas. She liked those little, green peas. Little bitty ones, not the big ones.
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Small, sir peas. And we always had that, always. That’s what she wanted,
that’s what we still do.
She was not interested in experimenting or changing from holiday routines. Her position
echoes findings by Jones in other communities. “Transgression of cherished traditions and
their meanings can cause large-scale disruption and dissention” (Jones, 2007, p. 138). While
the McCullough family did not suffer from large-scale dissention, the matriarch sternly
reminded the family of the importance of keeping with tradition:
I remember, one time, we always, like | said, all the kids always spent
Christmas Eve at the house. We’d always get up and open gifts. One year,
Christmas was on a Sunday so we did not get up and do our usual, normal
thing. And mother, I thought, that was horrible for her. She said, “This is 45
years of tradition! We’ve been doing this for 45 years and y’all are breaking
it’”” And she was so upset, we never ever did that again. We waited until we
came home from church to do all this other stuff. Oh, that was the worst thing
for her. She said, “Tradition! Tradition for us to do this like this. We always
did this and y’all changed it!”” So that was the last year, the first and only
year that we ever changed it... She did not like the idea of us getting up, going
to church, then coming back, waiting for the kids to open up their gifts. She
did not like that at all. We always had to, we still do it now, when it falls on a
Sunday, even though she’s gone. We still get up on Sunday and do that, follow
that tradition.
Tradition represents family customs and culture and is not something to be altered. A change

in routine signified a larger meaning of a change in family values. The traditions are restored
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after the alternative year and continue on in honor of their mother. While family traditions
and meals are prevalent in many communities, these themes emphasize the closeness of tight-

knit groups, as well as the larger church community.

Chitlins as Reminiscence: History and Economics

Since the conversations surrounding food happened in a Black church, it is essential
to view the context of the culture through the lens of traditional Black cuisine. All of the
interviews included discussion of soul food as the primary cuisine of church meals. Nettles
(2007) explained that “contemporary memories of soul food or black southern cuisine are
linked to notions of family, love, and community— to the idea that black people, struggling
under the yoke of slavery and the post-slavery experiences of sharecropping, Jim Crow
racism, migration north, and discrimination could at least rely on the comforts of the
traditional foods that solidified their relationships with one another in the face of adversity”
(p. 108). As noted, soul food history begins with its origins during times of slavery:

Until emancipation, African-American food choices were restricted by the

dictates of their owners, and slave owners often fed their slaves little more

than the scraps of animal meat that the owners deemed unacceptable for

themselves. Because of the West African tradition of cooking all edible parts

of plants and animals, these foods helped the slaves survive in the United

States. (Stradley, 2004)
Food was just another area of life controlled by slave owners, so the slaves made the best
meals they could with whatever food was leftover or undesirable. After emancipation, this

practice continued out of necessity to not waste any resources on the farm. “The food culture

34



COOKIES IN THE MAILBOX

was shaped by the spirit of the frontier. Food was hard to find on the edges of civilization,
and so were picky eaters” (Walsh, 2012, p. ix). This heritage is still recognized today in the
church. For the Black History month dinner, Mrs. Joanna Nelms, the food committee chair,
calls members of the church and requests specific, historical recipes that are not as common
to make anymore. Mrs. Daniels tells of her friend, Joanna

is a good cook. She cooks things that we ate long time ago. Dishes that most

of them don’t know about because they’re younger than we are. We haven’t

kept up all the traditions of food... She was raised in the country and back in

our time we ate a lot of foods because that was what was available to us. And

now, they are delicacies. Have you heard of chitlins? ... They are very

expensive now... In my growing up years we didn’t eat a lot of beef. We ate a

lot of pork. But that’s what my father raised because we had 5 or 6 hogs. And

we had plenty of eggs and stuff like that. You did not waste not one part of that

hog. You ate everything... Some people fry [chitlins] but my mother never did.

She cooked them and | don’t care how you wash them and clean them, when

you cook them they smell. And you cannot get that odor out of your house.
Chitlins or chitterlings are the small intestines of a hog, often times battered and fried, and
serve as one example of many different foods that were once a throwaway but are now
considered delicacies. We live in a time when globalization has exposed us to foods from all
over the world. Participants discussed recipes with origins in Italian, Irish, and Mexican
cuisine. Ultimately, soul food was the common thread throughout all of the interviews.
Especially when discussing meals at the church, soul food was the prevalent cuisine prepared

for the members. “Eating practices reproduce as well as construct identity; in addition, both
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identity and alimentary symbolism, not just taste or availability or cost, significantly affect
food choice” (Jones, 2007, p. 130). The traditional soul food menus help younger members
understand their past. For example, especially during Black History Month, Mrs. Nelms
makes the choice of specific recipes that reproduce and construct a Black identity. The cost
keeps the food items from being prepared beyond special occasions, just as ham is only
prepared in my family on Christmas day but my father grew up eating it all the time because
they raised pigs on their farm. Reverend Hunt adds,

After we talked, | called my cousin to ask her about soul food. She said they

used to eat chicken feet. That was all they had. | called Roy Pope grocer and

they are selling chicken feet. Guess how much? $3.99 a pound. That’s almost

asirloin!

While many of the stories referred to Black families living in the country, before civil
rights, one story proved that the imbalances between races were not restricted to that setting.
As Black citizens continued to be denied rights and privileges by White dominated society,
food customs continued to reflect an economic imbalance. Reverend Hunt recalls,

Here in Fort Worth in the 60s, Black men could only do a few things. They

could work on the railroad, they could be custodians or they could work at the

meat packing plant. So my dad did that, he worked at Swift. Dad would bring

home what nobody else wanted. Like tripe. And mom could season it up and

make it taste good. But when you just boil tripe it smells so bad. But she could

make anything taste good. She could make a shoe and a sock taste good.

Mrs. Daniels clarified that men had other opportunities, including working at Carswell during

this time, but she did acknowledge that prejudice did impact the community. Reverend
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Hunt’s reference to tripe, the cow’s stomach, serves as yet another example of food that was
once undesirable but is now rare and expensive. When | tried to find reasons for this increase
in cost and demand for once-discarded foods, Reverend Hunt exclaimed, “Because they taste
good!” Not all of the youth were as excited at the church. When | was at a meal with pig feet,
the younger church members left the sample for their parents and grandparents.

Much of the original soul food recipes were reflective of social class restraints.
However, food has also served as a method for entrepreneurship. Reverend Hunt has a
catering business with his brother, started through the inspiration of his mother’s skills:

[My mom] could do no wrong when it came to cooking. She baked cakes. You

know how a lot of people are like, ‘Oh that’s so good, you should sell them!”

Well she was too busy. She was just cooking for us. But | worked at Lockheed

and we would have a Christmas party potluck. I would bring turkey and

dressing. People kept saying, “You should sell this!” It got to the point where |

would get the money and mom would cook it. Blackstone was closing and

mom bought some of their kitchen supplies to get started ... Over the years, as

I was working, | would buy [supplies]. We got the one where you could put

like 50 gallons of hot coffee and sit it up there. It makes a hundred cups. |

have a philosophy. And this is what most business people think: It takes some

money to make some money.

Though his mother has passed away, Reverend Hunt and his brother have developed their
business into a popular catering company that serves groups from small gatherings to large
weddings or corporate events. They are able to make a wide range of cuisines, but one client

questioned, “Do you do barbeque?” Reverend Hunt laughed as he retold the story
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exclaiming, “Do we do barbeque?! That is what we do!” The passion came through his
words and no doubt adds to the ongoing growth and success of Hunt Family Catering.

The knowledge of cooking passed down through generations helped make money for
Como residents, even if it was not a full-time business. Mrs. Anderson taught school but
carried on her mother’s tradition of making cha cha (or chowchow), a relish of green
tomatoes and peppers:

I made cha cha. | canned, made jellies and jams. | have a cha cha recipe that

my mother used. 1 made it by the case. The different guys that knew my

husband, if they worked at the golf course, they would buy it for their wives.

The school, 1’d carry boxes of it to school. They’d buy it before I could set it

down.

This story is even more impressive after learning that Mrs. Anderson grew her own garden at
her home and used the fresh produce from her plants to make the cha cha.

Though no fully stocked grocery stores are currently in Como, participants discussed
having Black-owned businesses to frequent growing up. Mrs. Woods discusses how going to
the store with her family was an event, not just an errand. Grocery shopping and eating the
meal brought the family together:

We had a store down on Bonnell. If you had a car, you could go up on Camp

Bowie and there was a farmers market over there. But they didn’t have the

larger chains. We used to could walk over to Ridglea Farmers or down on

Bonnells and there was a nice store there. But we’d always go, when our kids

were smaller, and we’d all get dressed and we’d take them to the store. And

they had a treat. We’d give them a package of M&M’s or something. And that
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was their treat. But all of us went to the store together. We sat down and we’d

eat dinner together. And people just don’t do that now. People just get a plate

and do whatever. But we didn’t, we’d sit down.

Stores that many residents frequent now include Tom Thumb, CostCo, Walmart, Sam’s and
Fiesta, none of which are within the neighborhood of Como. One resident points to
desegregation and the ability to shop in city-wide stores as the reason for the lack of
necessity for fully stocked stores within Como limits. Prior to the reversal of Jim Crow laws,
Como members, who were not welcome in White-owned businesses, stayed within the
protection of community and avoided using the bus system.

Reverend Hunt, an entrepreneur, spoke of the survival of one Black-owned restaurant,
in business since 1987. Drew’s Restaurant is owned by the eponymous Drew, born and raised
in Como, though he no longer lives there. He got his start as a pastry chef at Sam’s and
learned to cook. His dad got him set up in his location and when his father passed away, his
mother bought the building for him. Reverend Hunt points out that his success is in owning
the building, since the overhead cost is what makes most restaurants close.

While throughout history food has reflected a restriction of resources for many Black
Americans, times are changing. Members of Como not only have access to food their

ancestors did not, many are thriving thanks to food.

Consumption as Spiritual: Ministry
Zion’s role in the history of the development of Como has created great influence on
the community and its members. This has not changed, as the marker on the Historical

Landmark reads, “The church today continues to play a vital spiritual role in the
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community.” The church’s pastor, Reverend Maurice E. Barnes, was born and raised
attending Zion. Members attribute the spirit of fellowship today to his leadership and
support. The church members continue to keep missionary work as their focus, at the
forefront of their involvement in the church. Preparing and serving food is the action but the
meaning goes beyond the meal itself. One mission circle at the church prepares food and
delivers it along with a prayer or scripture. This happens in the homes of sick church
members or at the church for community members that have no other place for food. Mrs.
Daniels, food committee member, and Mrs. Anderson, retired teacher, are both in the same
mission circle, a small group of women who study the bible together. Mrs. Daniels is not as
involved in cooking meals for celebrations anymore, though she continues to actively partake
in mission through their long standing tradition of making meals for those in need. She
explains,

Every third Monday of the month, we fix dinner, fix lunch for our sick and

shut in. We fix them a hot meal. Right now we have about ten that we deliver

and we started off doing it for the men and people that were standing around

on the street. That’s the way we started off. Sometimes we would have 15 or

20 or something like that and for some reason, we never did find out, | think

the police stopped them from standing on the corners and things like that and

so many have disappeared. So we have just a couple that come. Sometimes as

many as four. But we used to fix for them, too.
Mrs. Daniels was not sure where the men would eat other times during the week but she

knew that they were at least getting one hot meal from Zion.
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A male member of the church used to walk around the neighborhood and bring the
men standing on the streets in to the church. He has since passed, but that is not why the
tradition of helping those on the street has diminished. Members do not know what has
happened to the men though in my own drives through the neighborhood, | have seen police
officers standing over men sitting on the curb. In the last year, the city has placed signs
reminding panhandlers and drivers that soliciting from roadways is prohibited. Perhaps the
enforcement of this law has displaced these men from being part of the neighborhood. It does
not stop Zion from keeping an open-door policy of providing food for anyone, including non-
members.

Mrs. Anderson’s experiences have shaped her view of food. While she agrees that the
meals are an important part of the church’s celebrations and mission, she does not think the
focus should be on the food itself. Instead, it is merely physical sustenance that allows for the
members to carry out their main purpose, serving God. She elucidates,

The food is just the physical food we intake. But it’s the word that fills us and

makes us ready for service. So those times that we come together and eat, it’s

a time of restoring your body to make it ready and stronger so that you can go

forth with service.

The word, the scripture from the bible, is the spiritual sustenance that she holds in higher
reverence than the physical sustenance. She learned the important lesson of spiritual
fulfillment when she was a young woman:

I was in Prairie View, going to college and | was so hungry because the food

wasn’t satisfying me that | could cook yet. And | wanted a box from home. You

know how the parents were sending boxes to their children. | wanted a box to
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come so badly. This particular day, 1’d go by the bulletin board where they

were posting names, there was Claudia Wilkerson posted so | got so excited. |

rushed to the post office and got my package. All the way to the dorm, I was

shaking it, trying to find out what was in it. When | opened it up, it was a

bible. I fell out crying and whining that momma had sent me a bible when |

was hungry. What can | do with this bible? You know, fussing. Little did |

know, she sent me the best gift that | could ever have. I still have it. The pages

are yellow now from age but it’s the word of God that is the best gift you can

give.

This powerful story changed the dynamic of the interview. Instead of talking about food in a
superficial way, Mrs. Anderson made a new definition of food as merely a physical piece of a
larger need for nourishment. When | asked her about children who were in need of nutrition
that food provides, she explained that the church comes together to give to anyone in need.
Children are brought to the church if they are in a destitute situation and given food, clothes
and a bible. She describes,

We try to minister to the whole child. And to the whole family. The whole

person. And if one person needs something, we go and take care of it. We chip

in and get whatever it is they need.

Though Mrs. Anderson thinks of food as secondary to the spiritual needs, she
continues to acknowledge its importance in the tradition of church gatherings. As we talked,
one of the reverends from Zion came by her house to get a check. She explained that she
bought pralines from his wife to give to children at her weekend seminar. The tape recorder

was off for our exchange so | asked her to repeat her insight. At first she did not think the
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story was significant but it highlights how even describing food is a spiritual journey for Mrs.
Anderson:

| said that the candy was sweeter than ribbon cake and sweet as honey and

sweet as...sweeter than granulated sugar. And when | gave them the block of

candy | told them to taste and see. The scripture says taste and see that the

lord is good. | said taste and see that the candy’s not good. And it is good.

Again she illustrates her ability to put scripture, in this case Psalm 34:8, before all else. In
doing so, she allows children to get excited about their treat while understanding the power
of scripture in everyday activities.

During a Wednesday night youth dinner, one of the teenagers at the church was trying
to find a backup plan for her organization’s annual carwash fundraiser. With the
unpredictable weather of the season, she brainstormed selling sandwiches at the church.
Reverend Hunt, known as the unofficial cook of the church, quickly stopped the idea from
growing. He reminded her, “Zion never sells food.” Food is given to those in need or shared
among members at a communal table. While there was an offering cup to help support the
Wednesday youth dinner, all the dinners are free and supplemented by the church’s budget.
Reverend Hunt admitted it was expensive at times to pay for the dinners up front, but that he
counted it as his ministry. He has been hired to cook for other church events at cost, even
though his catering company is his income, because he wants to serve the people in the
church.

Through Reverend Hunt’s dedication of time and money to the church, the

Wednesday night dinners have become a tradition for the youth in the community. He stated,
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When 1 first started, there were about 6 or 7 kids. They had prayer then they

had choir practice. | thought that was a long time to be here at church so |

started cooking a dinner. And not just hotdogs but a real meal. Now we have

around 40 children up there.
He does not take credit for the rise in numbers, but it is evident that his love for the children
and their love for him make the Wednesday night dinner something special. During once
Wednesday night in February, Children of all ages were in and out of the kitchen, helping
prepare food and setting out the meal. One little girl, barely old enough to hold her own plate
put a dollar in the offering cup. Proudly she told each person as she walked to her seat, “I
gave money for my dinner!” If someone was unable to make it to church that night, he did
not want to leave them without their Wednesday specialty. After most everyone got their
meal, he quickly began packaging up boxes to go and sending them with the adults for their
family. While many older members of the community have discussed the tradition of Sunday
dinners, Reverend Hunt has started a new tradition for this generation of church members.

Since Zion is a place of worship, it is not a surprise that the idea of ministry
transcends stories about food. Not only do meals help bring the community together, they
enrich the members’ ability to do service within and beyond the church. Food allows the
community of Como beyond the walls of the church to come in and partake in worship while
meeting their need for sustenance. The accepting nature of the church members allows for
meals to be shared with everyone from those they have known for generations to outsiders
such as myself, making me feel instantly welcomed.

Through the stories of the members of Como, it is evident that food means more than

eating a meal together. The informal education that happens in the kitchens allows transfer of
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shared community knowledge. Traditions are maintained through celebrations and holidays,
bringing together nuclear families, as well as the larger church family. The access and history
of food impacts traditions that still occur today. This history, often times as a result of
economic and political power, is shared with today’s children as a way to honor ancestors
and remember a shared past. The church is more than a building; it is a community that prays
together and grows together. The members help each other out, regardless of how large or
small the request is. These stories illustrate of the meaning of community, beyond the food

on the table.

45



COOKIES IN THE MAILBOX

Conclusion

Clandinin & Connelly (2000) confirmed that “people are seen as composing lives that
shape and are shaped by social and cultural narratives” (p. 43). This study serves as a glimpse
into ever-evolving narratives of the Como community members’ lives. The community they
live in shapes their lives, and their actions in the community shape the place where they live.
The difficulty in approaching the stories from the perspective of food is that the participants
initially wanted to say everything about cooking and meals. It takes time to develop
relationships and have conversations that move past this first notion of the purpose of the
interview. Ultimately their stories weaved together grander narratives of shared education,
traditions, history, economics, and ministry.

Foodways is a way to mediate salient differences between myself and the community.
It allows for universal discussions around food rather than specific and pointed questions that
may indicate race differences. However, | recognize the limitations of my positionality in this
study and think that I could perhaps have a wider range of stories if | were an insider in the
community. Also, while this study became focused on the members of Zion, in future
research it would be important to continue discussions with members outside this smaller
concentric community. It is essential to note that the narratives from Como are merely a
representation of the stories of some members within this specific Christian location.

This narrative is for the community, with words from the community first and
foremost. My secondary hopes for this thesis are to share the stories with those outside the
community. Future research can discover what other communities share similarities in the
stories of history, struggles, pride and hope of Como. Instead of analyzing the differences

between Como and its wealthier neighborhoods, I urge future researchers to investigate the
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commonalities that tie these communities together to the larger place, the shared history of
Fort Worth, Texas, or the Southern region. The differences are visually evident but the
similarities are more important and take time to hear and share.

Foodways promotes the importance of gathering the oral history of a group of people.
The stories tell what food illustrates about culture. This does not always have to happen in a
formal setting. Next time someone talks about the cookies in their neighbor’s mailbox, think
about what the food tells about community. This small story was the beginning of the larger

narrative of Como. Another story about cookies is ready to be heard in another community.
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Abstract

COOKIES IN THE MAILBOX:
STORIES OF COMO COMMUNITY TOLD THROUGH FOOD

by Chloe Anderson, M.Ed., 2014
College of Education
Texas Christian University
Thesis Advisors: Sherrie Reynolds, Professor of Educational Psychology
M. Francyne Huckaby, Associate Professor of Curriculum Studies

Sarah Robbins, Lorraine Sherley Professor of Literature

Max Krochmal, Assistant Professor of History and Geography

This qualitative study seeks to understand the shared experiences of members of Zion
Missionary Baptist church in Como community. Como is a predominantly Black community
nestled among wealthier, predominantly White communities around it. This research uses
narrative methodology to analyze the stories of five members through the use of foodways
theory. The analysis looks beyond the literal meaning of food and investigates the ways in
which food represent themes about community in Como. While stories may be about a meal,
they actually illuminate larger ideas of education, traditions, history, economics, and ministry

and the way these categories define Como and permeate its community.

Keywords: foodways, narrative, community, African American story, black church
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