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DIRTY PAGES
My ex’s favorite icing

AS TOLD TO 
JENNIFER JUSTUS 

BY MINDY MERRELL

Dirty pages are the messiest recipes in our 
collections. Dusted with cocoa powder and 
ringed with coffee stains, handed down 
from family or shared by friends, they  
offer good instructions and deliver the best 
stories. Dirty Pages, the ongoing recipe 
exhibit, launched in Nashville in 2015, a 
collaboration with Erin Byers Murray and 
Cindy Wall. The series peeks into the 
homes of cooks across the South. In this 
installment for Gravy, we hear from food 
writer Mindy Merrell, who still makes her 
ex-husband’s grandmother’s frosting. She 
stores the recipe between the pages of her 
grandmother’s 1964 paperback edition of 
Joy of Cooking. –Jennifer Justus
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Off the Shelf

what that’s about. Swedish and Irish 
women were running the White House 
kitchen. Then you get to FDR, and there 
was a run of black cooks for quite a while. 
Truman and Eisenhower have white 
chefs, and Eisenhower had a Filipino 
chef as well, Pedro Udo.

A Filipino chef!
His son is still alive; I’m trying to get in 
touch with him so I can interview him. 
But Jacqueline Kennedy was not feeling 
Udo because he was a military cook. She 
changed the standard to European food 
from European-trained chefs. That 
started a thirty-year run of European 
chefs running the White House kitchen. 
It was interrupted briefly because LBJ 
and the French cook that Kennedy hired 
didn’t get along, so he quit. LBJ brought 
his family cook, Zephyr Wright. 

You write about the peculiar balance 
of the special connections these cooks 
had with the presidents they served, 
and the subjugated role these men and 

women often experienced in society.
Even though these presidents weren’t 
interested in improving the status of 
black people overall, I found these won-
derful expressions of genuine sentiment 
between the presidents and their staff—
celebrating family births, giving anniver-
sary gifts. Some of these African Amer-
ican professionals named their kids after 
presidents they worked for. Presidents 
attended the funerals and were moved 
by the deaths of these cooks. You hear 
about deathbed farewells. It doesn’t 
square with the dynamics of the time. 

Did your aim in writing this book 
change in the process?
When I started, it was about my curiosity. 
Then I became fueled by a fierce determi-
nation to make sure these people got ad-
equate due. I want to correct the record 
and possibly be a springboard for deeper 
scholarship about this aspect of the pres-
idency. I’m not going to lie: At times I was 
angry. I’d read the sources and I’d figure 
out the role that an African American 
played in a situation, and it’s stunning to 
me that they’re not even mentioned.

It underscores the arguments about 
culinary justice and attribution.
I was definitely thinking about that. 
This is one of the most stunning exam-
ples of the need for balance, to bring 
to light what these folks actually did. 
I think these African American cooks 
gave our presidents a window on black 
life. A lot of presidents chose not to 
open that window, but because of the 
ones who did, I think our country is 
better for it. 

Adrian Miller is also the author of Soul Food: The Surprising Story of an 
American Cuisine, One Plate at a Time.

Dollie Johnson cooked for President  
Benjamin Harrison in the early 1890s.
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T H E  M I S S I O N  of the Southern Foodways Alliance is to document, study,  
and explore the diverse food cultures of the changing American South.

Our work sets a welcome table where all may consider our history  
and our future in a spirit of respect and reconciliation.

SFA membership is open to all. Not a member?  
Join us at southernfoodways.org 

info@southernfoodways.org
662-915-3368

Gravy is a publication of the Southern Foodways Alliance,  
a member-supported institute of the Center for the Study  

of Southern Culture at the University of Mississippi.
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