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Georgia 
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F R O M T H E P OT L I K K E R PA P E R S

This may, sfa director 
John T. Edge and Penguin 
Press publish The Potlikker 

Papers: A Food History of the 
Modern South. John T. has now 
edited or written more than a 
dozen books. This one is more 
personal. This one includes a fore-
word as homage to John Egerton, 
inspired by the words John T. 
spoke at Egerton’s memorial  
celebration. This book is an attempt 
to track the revolutions, minor and 

major, that have transformed the 
South over the last sixty years.

We know we’re biased, but we 
think this project is a soaring, 
powerful contribution to the con-
versation about our ever-changing 
region, told through the narratives 
of the farmers and cooks and 
waiters who did the work. The 
Potlikker Papers begins in the 
1950s, during the early stages of 
the civil rights movement, and 
closes in the 2010s, as El Sur 
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Good Ol' Chico

Gustavo Arellano is the editor of OC Weekly and a Gravy columnist.

in the United States, which  
features a chapter on migration 
to Mexington, didn’t mention the 
Aguascalientes connection. To 
some grad student out there, 
here’s your dissertation. De nada. 

MEXICAN INDIANS IN 
SCIENTOLOGY TOWN

percentage-wise,  hildago 
has sent more of its US-bound 
natives to the South than any 
other Mexican state—over a third. 
Raleigh, Atlanta, and Orlando 
were the top three destinations 
for hidalguenses entering the 
United States in 2010, according 
to the Instituto de los Mexicanos 
en el Exterior (Institute of  
Mexicans Abroad). Many come 
from La Huasteca, the region I 
described during a Southern 
Foodways symposium in 2012 as 
the South’s brothers from another 
madre. People from here also love 
low-and-slow barbecue and the 
music called son huasteco, where 
high yodels meet awesome fiddle 
breaks, resulting in a kind of 
mestizo Bill Monroe.

Hidalguense migration reflects 
much modern-day Mexican  
migration to the States: people 
come from Southern Mexico, and 
are frequently indigenous. Take 
Clearwater, Florida, known inter-
nationally as the spiritual head-
quarters of Scientology. Here is a 
community from the municipality 
of Ixmiquilpan, made up of mostly 
Otomí Indians (or, as they call 
themselves, Hñähñu). Last year, 

a group of Hidalgo teachers 
taught the Hñähñu language and 
shared customs with hundreds of 
children in Clearwater.

This is a unique Mexican com-
munity in many ways. Instead of 
living in the shadows, Hñähñu 
leaders have openly courted  
relationships with city government. 
They’ve organized soccer leagues 
through the Clearwater parks and 
recreation department, and city 
police have traveled to Hidalgo to 
meet with indigenous leaders. The 
cross-cultural meeting happened 
after immigration raids in the 1990s 
severely impacted the area’s  
important tourism industry. 

Clearwater’s Mexicans prove 
that, contrary to popular opinion, 
we often assimilate into 
America—not gradually, but com-
pletely. Consider the story of US 
Army specialist Arturo Huerta- 
Cruz, a Countryside High School 
graduate. He was born in  
Ixmiquilpan before his family 
migrated to the United States 
when Huerta-Cruz was seven. 
The 23-year-old was a so-called 
“green card soldier,” a term  
describing the 65,000-plus men 
and women who serve in hopes of 
becoming American citizens. An 
IED in Iraq killed Huerta-Cruz 
in 2008. On the day of his funeral, 
flags in Clearwater and Tallahassee 
flew at half-mast. “Arturo was  
a green card soldier,” a council- 
member told the St. Petersburg 
Times after his funeral, “but he 
was a son of Clearwater.” 
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Gilmore, I wrote about her for  
the Oxford American in 2000, 
shared her story with the Kitchen 
Sisters who produced an NPR 
documentary, and returned to her 
story for The Potlikker Papers. 

Digging back into my old  
reporter notebooks, while writing 
this book, I discovered that I had 
compiled a wealth of material 
that never made it into that  
magazine article. I had taken de-
tailed notes on the interior of 
Gilmore’s house when I toured 
it with her sister. I had a tran-
script from my interview with 
her son. I also tapped transcripts 
of interviews done by the Kitchen 
Sisters when they traveled to 
Montgomery. I leveraged, too, 
interviews with maids and cooks 
undertaken by Fisk University 
during that moment. Utilizing 
sources old and new, I was able 
to bring her story into greater 
relief. During the research and 
writing, I fell in love all over again 
with Georgia Gilmore, with her 
character, her grit, her sass, and 
her joyful revolutionary manner.

1960s
P O O R  P O W E R

FANNIE LOU HAMER
S U N F LOW E R C O U N T Y, 

M I SS I SS I P P I

civil rights activist

 At a time when many left 
the Delta for manufacturing and 
service jobs in cities, when few 

could feed themselves from what 
they grew, Hamer struggled to 
persuade blacks to stay and farm. 
For black Southerners, those  
linkages to the land were tangled. 
By the late 1960s, freedom meant 
release from the demands of agri-
culture. It meant measuring work 
by the punch of the time clock, not 
the weight of a bale.

This chapter makes explicit 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s late 
career pronouncement that, after 
the civil rights movement focused 
American attention on equal 
access to public spaces (which 
yielded the Civil Rights Act of 
1964), and unencumbered access 
to ballot boxes (enforced by the 
Voting Rights Act of 1965), a more 
arduous struggle followed. To 
achieve true freedom, black  
citizens focused next on jobs and 
wealth creation and food access. 
The story of Fannie Lou Hamer, 
a daughter of the Mississippi 
Delta, brings that struggle to life. 

Readers might know her as the 
founder of the Mississippi 
Freedom Democratic Party. She 
stood up to confront the 
white-controlled Democratic 
party of Mississippi, declaring 
them illegitimate. Like King, she 
pivoted later in life to focus on 
food access. 

Across the the nation, activists 
in their twenties are now agitating 
for food sovereignty, working  
to democratize food access. In  
the story of Fannie Lou Hamer’s 
Freedom Farm, and Pig Bank,  
we recognize that those  
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Latino comes into focus. Along 
the way, John T. shows how 
working class foods became the 
new baseline for today’s inspired 
American cuisine. 

Focusing on early moments in 
the first half of Potlikker Papers, 
we asked John T. to share how he 
selected these characters. Read 
on for his take, prefaced by  
excerpts from the book.

1950s
K I T C H E N  TA B L E S

GEORGIA GILMORE
M O N TG O M E RY,  A L A B A M A

cook and midwife

 Georgia Gilmore inspired 
black citizens of Montgomery. And 
she worried whites, who clung to 
the idea that, through daily intimate 
exchange, black cooks and maids 
became members of their family. 
Domestics worked for love, whites 
came to understand, but that love 
was for their own black families.

I was traveling in Alabama, 
looking for stories, trying to 
develop a proposal for what 
became, fifteen years later, The 
Potlikker Papers. At the time, I 
wanted to write a book about the 
impact of race and racism on 
Southern food culture. On a visit 
to the Southern Poverty Law 
Center in Montgomery, Penny 
Weaver suggested that if I  
wanted to write about the civil  
rights movement and food, 

Georgia Gilmore was the person 
to talk about. 

This was electrifying. Here was 
a woman, a cook, who lived the 
ideals of the movement. She took 
an explicit and active role. She 
wasn’t ancillary. She didn’t 
“support” the movement. She 
drove the movement. Beginning 
in December of 1955, she baked 
and sold cakes and pies, chicken 
sandwiches, and pork chop 
plates, raising money that funded 
the alternate transportation 
system, so that the black citizens 
of Montgomery could travel back 
and forth to work while boycot-
ting the city bus system. 

During the 1960s, after she 
began a house restaurant, Gilmore 
convened the architects of the 
civil rights movement in her 
kitchen. In all of my time  
researching and writing about 
Southern food, her story may be 
the most compelling. To honor 
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as were the elders from whom 
they learned. These long hairs 
were new and complicated and 
purposeful Southerners. At a time 
when many were giving up on the 
South, when many were quitting 
the rural life, they chose the 
South. They claimed the South. 
Throughout the book, I aimed to 
highlight Southerners like the 
good folk who worked The Farm, 
people who confound and  
complicate stereotypes. 

1970s
FA S T E R  F O O D

COLONEL SANDERS
C O R B I N,  K E N T U C KY

commodifier of traditional foods

 Southerners recognized 
new value in unheralded traditions 
and practices. So did the rest of the 
nation… Southern foods, from fried 
chicken to biscuits, became Amer-
ican foods, whether they were pre-
pared by an apron-clad grand-
mother with a cirrus of gray hair 
or a corporate employee dressed in 
a polyester uniform with her name 
stitched across the breast. 

I grew up eating country-fried 
steak biscuits and sausage biscuits 
from Hardee’s. As I dug into the 
story of Hardee’s, Kentucky Fried 
Chicken, and Popeye’s—American 
fast food companies with origins 
in the South—I recognized that 
we too often frame fast food as a 
horror that’s been visited upon 

the region, delivered to our door-
steps by outsiders. But if you look 
closely at the origins of those 
national chains, you recognize 
that, with burgers as the most 
glaring exception, American fast 
food has been built on Southern 
ingredients, repackaged and  
commodified for contemporary 
drive-through culture. 

Colonel Sanders, the founder 
and eventual mascot of the KFC 
brand, was a self-aware architect 
of modernity. And a peddler of 
Southern nostalgia, who helped 
redefine how Americans ate. He 
codified fried chicken as a  
Southern dish for twentieth 
century America. To sell that 
chicken to potential franchisees, 
he dressed in a white suit and a 
string tie, and played the part of a 
moonlight-and-magnolias colonel, 
fresh from the veranda. That 
conceit sold buckets. 

Fast food is a reflection of the 
region. The arrival of mass- 
produced fried chicken and biscuits 
signifies the end of the country 
store South, and the beginning of 
the strip mall South. After Sanders 
sold his company to investors, as 
his brand gained national traction, 
he grew increasingly irritable. In 
the 1970s, Sanders became nearly 
as famous for cussing as he was 
for frying. The crust on the birds 
his successors sold by the bucket, 
he said, tasted like a “damn fried 
doughball put on top of some 
chicken.” It was as if Sanders 
recognized his complicity in the  
reinvention of traditional  
Southern foodways. 
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contemporary narratives have 
deep roots in the Mississippi 
Delta. Over the last three years, 
I’ve probably gotten six calls from 
well-meaning graduate students 
and foundation fellows who want 
to do transformative work in the 
Mississippi Delta. They aim to do 
urban farming work and help 
often-marginalized citizens grow 
their own food. When I ask if they 
have heard of Fannie Lou Hamer’s 
pioneering food sovereignty 
work, few have. Few recognize 
that the model for their own  
modern-day activism can be found 
in the life and work of Hamer. 

1970s
L A N D E D  H I P P I E S

STEPHEN GASKIN
T H E FA R M

S U M M E RTOW N, T E N N E SS E E

agricultural activist

 For a band of hippies, de-
termined to apprehend their roots 
and return to the land, the South 
appeared a place both raw and pure, 
a fountainhead of primal American 
culture. Hippies in search of honest 
American expression studied the 
South. Knowledge of the region 
served as a countercurrency. 

Writing this book, I fell in love 
with the 1970s. Americans have a 
tendency to dismiss the seventies 
as a vacuous decade, defined by 
pet rocks and drivel disco. I was 
inspired by the idealism of 

Stephen Gaskin, a Marine veteran 
and psychedelically inclined  
religious teacher, who quit the 
Haight-Ashbury of 1960s San 
Francisco to found a Tennessee 
agricultural commune called The 
Farm. At that time, many South-
erners had quit the agricultural 
life. Farm life, for both working 
class whites and blacks, had been 
recently and narrowly defined by 
sharecropping. Both wanted to 
escape. Gaskin and his followers 
led a return to the land, a kind of 
Southern counterrevolution to 
reclaim an agricultural life. 

These young, hippie idealists 
idealized Mother Earth. They saw 
promise in the rural precincts. 
They took their cues from an 
earlier generation of Southerners. 
Many know the story of Foxfire 
educational initiative, which 
gained traction in Georgia in the 
1970s, where high school students 
took to the woods to interview 
their elders. The hippies of the 
Haight were similarly motivated. 
In an effort to restart the farming 
economy, they applied the same 
curiosity that the Foxfire kids 
leveraged. They said, “We see 
value in the traditional means and 
methods; tell us how you do it, we 
want to learn from you.” 

That respect across generations 
is not always showcased. Yes, 
marijuana usage was part of the 
ethic at The Farm. Sure, members 
of The Farm engaged, at first, in 
four-person and six-person  
marriages. Yet, in many ways 
these hippies were as respectful 
of the Southern farming lifestyle 


