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Introduction 

When most people imagine Appalachia, they picture the mountains of the Southern Appalachian 

range in states such as Tennessee, West Virginia, and Kentucky. Rarely would anyone think of a 

state like Mississippi. Yet, in northeast Mississippi, Noxubee1 County is one of 24 counties 

designated as Appalachian by the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC). This fact even 

shocks some residents of those counties. Many Appalachians are descended from the first 

migrants to North America. Their families have lived in America for hundreds of years and, over 

many generations, there has been so much intermingling of cultures that family lines and ethnic 

origins have become permanently blurred.  

What many Appalachian Mississippians have forgotten is that their ancestors flowed 

down from the Appalachian Mountains into the State of Mississippi. Euro-Americans came in 

search of more land and a better life. Many of the ancestors of the African Americans in these 

counties came to Mississippi from Appalachia as victims of the domestic slave trade (Grivno). 

This flood of migrants to Noxubee County found the remnants of a once thriving Choctaw tribe 

who were forced from their land to make room for the newcomers. The county became a 

multicultural confluence of peoples that created connections and community through food.   

 

Figure 1: Appalachian Counties Served by ARC 

 
1 The name is derived from the Choctaw word nakshobi and pronounced NAHK shuh bee. 
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Many people have sought to define what Appalachia is. In these attempts to set the 

boundaries of what constitutes “Appalachia,” people have used geography, economy, culture, 

ethnicity, and even stereotypical tropes. “Appalachia can be defined by the pathways that linked 

it to the eastern beachheads of the Atlantic civilization and that led Euro- and Afro-Americans 

swiftly and deeply into the continent's interior during the 18th and early 19th centuries” 

(Williams 182). The generally accepted definition of Appalachia by ARC has even been subject 

to political agendas and pressures (Randolph 90-109). Justin Randolph concludes that 

Mississippi was not mountainous enough to be Appalachian, but designated as such for political 

reasons (106-07). I am not trying to adjudicate the case for Noxubee County being an 

Appalachian county, but I have stood on Gholson Mountain in the red clay hills and what lay 

before me was a sight that reminded me far more of Appalachia than anywhere else (see figs. 2-

4).  

 

Figure 2: Southwest Noxubee County (R. Calloway); Figure 3: Vista in Red Hills (R. Calloway) 
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Figure 4: Noxubee County Black Prairie (R. Calloway) 

 

Topography aside, it is difficult to overlook the ties to the greater Appalachian region that 

I observed in my research, including the unique culture within Noxubee County and the African 

American voices there as part of the Appalachian identity. Nearly all of the enslaved Africans 

who were driven over the Appalachian Mountains into Mississippi came from states with defined 

Appalachian counties, such as Maryland, Virginia (including the region now called West 

Virginia), Georgia, and North Carolina (Grivno). The Slave Trail was a thousand-mile-long 

journey, over which a million enslaved Africans marched in coffles from the tobacco South to 

the cotton South. Many of the people forced to make that journey had been in America for 

generations already. As uncomfortable as it may be for Appalachia to face the reality of 

participating in the slave-trade economy, it is not a good enough reason to exclude these 

Mississippi African Americans from Appalachia altogether. The 1860 census shows that almost 

all Appalachian counties had slavery (Clark). African Americans were a significant part of the 

population throughout the “core” Appalachian region. In the Kanawha Valley, West Virginia, 

enslaved African Americans were a major portion of the labor force in the salt industry. These 

enslaved African Americans were gathered into coffles and marched overland, just like enslaved 

African Americans from the lowland and piedmont regions. African Americans have contributed 
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just as much to the Appalachian influence in Noxubee County as any Euro-American, and 

arguably more regarding foodways in particular. Their stories of hope, resilience, and triumph in 

the face of such generational trauma should be an inspiration to all Appalachians. As Barbara 

Ellen Smith and Steve Fisher remind us, Appalachia is a dynamic region where times have 

changed: “The internal colony once served a political and conceptual purpose, but today it holds 

back our critical analysis, prospects for solidarity, and imagination of the future” (79). Noxubee 

County no longer fits the internal colony model. Today most of the elected county officials are 

African American, which is an incredible achievement that places Noxubee County firmly in the 

future. 

Like most borderlands, Noxubee County is a dynamic region that is physically and 

culturally diverse. What I observed in the county is a region which has preserved its traditional 

foodways and customs due to its isolation from many of the modern economic developments that 

have occurred in other areas. While most of the US has moved towards convenient meals and 

fast food, Noxubee County, Mississippi, has preserved a food culture that has largely 

disappeared elsewhere. Many people grow big gardens, most still can and preserve foods for the 

year, and wild-caught fish and game are frequently seen on the table. Foodways, the culture 

surrounding food and the methods of producing it, are resistant to change over time and are 

passed from one generation to the next (Latshaw 102). In many ways, people have held onto 

their foodways out of necessity, but even more importantly, they have held onto them through a 

strong sense of community and belonging. These food traditions are present throughout the 

county, regardless of the apparent divisions that can occur in communities. People in Noxubee 

County are quick to help one another, are resilient and resourceful. Despite the presence of 

communities that divide along racial lines, the separate communities are never able to truly 
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isolate from each other, because they rely on the same businesses and one another for their daily 

needs. The stories I tell will paint a picture of foodways that still exist today and their remarkable 

similarity to what might have been expected to exist in other areas of Southern Appalachia a 

hundred years ago. 

The story of Noxubee County can be envisioned as water flowing down from the 

mountains, where many of the people who have shaped the county’s culture flowed down from 

the Appalachians and converged with the remaining Choctaws and the diverse people migrating 

into the county from other regions. Just like water, cultures converged within the county and 

mixed and mingled. Just viewing the Tombigbee River running along the eastern edge of the 

county cannot tell us where all the water came from, and that question may seem meaningless to 

the casual observer. However, that would be a dangerous viewpoint to share with local residents 

come springtime floods. They are very aware that knowing the water’s upstream origin is critical 

for protection of loved ones and property along the river.  

The Appalachian characteristics of Noxubee County might not be immediately apparent, 

but they run through the county and connect the people there with their ancestors flowing back in 

time. The long years and distance separate the residents of Noxubee County from their origins, 

but just as locals can recall the details of any flood going back decades, they can also recite from 

memory one of the most tangible forms of evidence of that flow: food preservation methods and 

local recipes. People will hold onto foodways, even as their cultural heritage becomes muddled. 

For a county where cultures have become intermingled, studying foodways offers a unique 

opportunity to identify the diverse influences common to this Appalachian region.  

Food has held this community together as nothing else has. Through upheavals, war, 

political shifts, technological advancement, and ever-present poverty, Noxubee County has 
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maintained a foodways system that makes it unique. The residents continue to rely on one 

another in spite of countless divisions that might otherwise have torn them apart, as these 

divisions have elsewhere in the United States. When the people of Noxubee County share their 

foodways, what they are really doing is preserving their community and sharing their love. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Noxubee County in Context: The Land and People 

In a county where the soil is rich, but the people are not, foodways have kept families alive and 

thriving. Before exploring foodways, it is important to understand the landscape, people, and 

history of Noxubee County. Thirty percent of the population lives below the poverty line, with 

the median household income of $28,730, which is about half of the national median household 

income of $56,135 (ARC 81). Despite this, Noxubee County has been named a Bright Spot in 

Southern Appalachia by the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC 80). The health outcomes 

in Noxubee County are unexpectedly positive. Understanding what has influenced the county’s 

foodways can help to explain what makes the county unique and how the community has 

achieved so much with so little.  

Noxubee County stands out topographically compared to other nearby counties. Unlike 

most of eastern Mississippi, Noxubee County has rich and fertile farmland more reminiscent of 

the western Mississippi Delta. Most of the county sits in a valley between two ridges of the 

extreme southwestern Appalachian foothills. The Noxubee River transects the county from 

northwest to southeast, until its confluence with the Tombigbee River, which runs along the 

eastern border of Noxubee County. The triangle between the two rivers has created some of the 

most productive farmland in the state, known as the Black Belt Prairie (MacGown). Twenty-two 

percent of the county is composed of stream bottoms, which contribute to the richness of the soil 

(US Department of Agriculture 786). While Noxubee County appears similar to Delta counties in 

the west, the Appalachian foothills running through the southwest of the county, as well as those 

surrounding it make it distinctly different. 
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Noxubee County includes three major physiographic regions. The Black Prairie region 

which runs from the northwestern part of the county to the southeastern part of the county and is 

bound by the Tombigbee River in the east. It is rich fertile farmland composed of black humus 

and clay mixture overlaying limestone. Historically, this region was a series of open prairies with 

stands of hardwoods between openings (USDA 786). Early settlers wrote of seas of wildflowers 

in the open meadows. Although the soil in the Black Belt Prairie is by far the richest in the 

county, it was not the first area settled. It was not until after water was made available through 

the drilling of artesian wells that this region attracted wealthy investors who built large 

plantations (790). The availability of two nearby markets for the cotton crop, due to the 

convenience of transportation by wagon to Memphis or by river to Mobile, made the Black 

Prairie region especially attractive (790). 

The flatwoods region which makes up a band 6-12 miles wide in the central portion of 

the county follows the same general northwest to southeast direction as the black prairie. It is 

composed of heavy clay soils with poor drainage and alluvial areas with sand clay mixed soils. 

This area was heavily forested and is still used for timber production today. Some of the earliest 

Euro-American settlements were founded in this region by immigrants from nearby Southern 

states (USDA 790). Water transportation along the Noxubee River, fertile soil, and mild weather 

attracted settlers to Noxubee County. The sandy soil was easy to clear for farming (790). Settlers 

grew cotton, corn, wheat and raised sheep, hogs, and cattle (790). The Native Americans had 

been burning the underbrush of the forest for hundreds of years to encourage the growth of 

grasses that attracted large prey (Phillips 36). The new settlers continued this practice, as it made 

a wealth of food available for their animals, especially hogs who were allowed to run free in the 

woods and forage (Hilliard 33, 98). The long frost-free growing season of eight months, along 
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with the ability to grow winter hardy crops the other four months, allowed farmers ample 

opportunity to grow both commodity and subsistence crops (USDA 789).  

The final region is the red hills physiographic region in the southwest corner of the 

county. This region is composed of red clay and gravelly soil and has elevational variations of 

hills and hollows which are reminiscent of more mountainous areas (USDA 786). This region 

was heavily forested in upland forest types. It also has a significant amount of spring water 

inputs that keep the local streams flowing even during droughts and provides base flow to the 

Noxubee River during summer low flow conditions. Most importantly, this region historically 

provided the opportunity to build water powered mills, like the Sciples’ Grist Mill which has 

been in operation since 1790 (Sciple). What may be surprising is that the Red Hills contain coal 

deposits (USGS). While Noxubee County contains lignite coal deposits, it does not have a 

commercially operating coal mine. However, the nearby Appalachian counties of Choctaw and 

Kemper have hosted commercially operated lignite coal mines in the 21st century (Nave). The 

Pontotoc ridge which ends just a few miles to the north of Noxubee County isn’t technically part 

of the county, but is associated with the transition between these regions. It is an unbroken higher 

ridge that runs all the way north into Tennessee. The red hills look the most like Appalachian 

regions in other states, but it is the diversity of soil types from all three regions that define 

Noxubee County’s agricultural economy.  

The land farmed by early Euro-American settlers had not been uninhabited. It had been 

home to thousands of Choctaws. The Choctaw Nation was considered to be one of the 

“civilized” tribes and had formal relations with the European powers of France, Spain, and Great 

Britain. After the U.S. gained its sovereignty, Noxubee County and the Appalachian region of 

Mississippi was protected from colonization by Euro-American settlers by the 1786 Treaty of 
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Hopewell (Bureau of Indian Affairs). Under Article IV of this treaty the Choctaw Nation was 

allowed to punish anyone who settled in their lands as they saw fit, and any U.S. citizen forfeited 

the protection of the U.S. government by settling in Choctaw Territory (Bureau of Indian 

Affairs). The Choctaw Nation continued to support their US allies and during the 1813 Creek 

War, Chief Pushmataha (a Brigadier General in the US Army) and Chief Mushulatubbee helped 

General Andrew Jackson defeat the Creeks (O’Brien). Both men were born in Noxubee County. 

The Choctaws assisted General Jackson again in the Battle of New Orleans in 1815, where many 

historians credit their service as instrumental in winning the battle and keeping the Southeast as a 

U.S. territory. However, America had little regard for their Native American allies’ service when 

the prospect of millions of acres of farmland lay before them (see fig. 5). 

 

Figure 5: Young & Delleker. Mississippi; 1829. 

 

Several more treaties were signed with the Choctaw Nation prior to the most significant 

one in 1830. In 1830, the Choctaw Nation signed the first of what would become known as the 
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Indian Removal treaties. The Tribe ceded their lands in Mississippi and most of the members 

walked what was known as the first Trail of Tears to Oklahoma in the winter of 1831 (Ward 

2019). However, Article XIV did allow for tribal members to remain in the area and become 

citizens of the US and be granted plots of land (Bureau of Indian Affairs). It was in this way the 

Choctaws who chose to remain in Mississippi became the first major non-European ethnic group 

to become U.S. citizens. This historic treaty was signed in Noxubee County at “little creek where 

the rabbits dance,” which is believed to be modern day Dancing Rabbit Creek (Bureau of Indian 

Affairs). As the Trail of Tears began with the Choctaw Tribe of Mississippi, some 5,000 

members of the tribe chose to remain in their homeland rather than be removed to Oklahoma 

(Peterson 144). In Noxubee County there are still Choctaws who maintain an active cemetery at 

the site of the Dancing Rabbit Creek Treaty. This treaty gave name to a local annual festival 

called the Dancing Rabbit Festival. Despite the removal of a large portion of the Choctaw nation, 

many tribal members stayed behind to influence the foodways and culture of the developing 

region. Many of these people became what is recognized today as the Mississippi Band of 

Choctaw Indians who have a reservation held in federal trust in nearby Neshoba County. 

With most of the Choctaws forcibly removed, the fertile land of Noxubee County became 

open for settlement by Euro-Americans and the enslaved Africans they brought with them. The 

county was officially organized December 3, 1833 (USDA 790). There were few available entry 

points into the county at the start of settlement. The few that were available give a clearer picture 

of where settlers were coming from. There were many trails that criss-crossed the region that 

dated back to pre-European contact. They were mentioned by Hernando Desoto records during 

his 1540 expedition, but unfortunately the location of these trails is not well recorded (Ward 

2013). One of these trails led Desoto to the spot where he crossed the Tombigbee River just a 
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few miles north of Noxubee County at present day Columbus, Mississippi (Ward 2013). It was 

known to John Pitchlynn as a Native American crossing location during his lifetime. Pitchlynn 

had been raised among the Choctaw people and was appointed by President George Washington 

as the official interpreter at the Choctaw Agency (Ward 2013). He continued to serve through 

President Jackson’s term when he was the US interpreter present for the signing of the Dancing 

Rabbit Creek Treaty. It was Pitchlynn who informed Andrew Jackson of this same spot for the 

Jackson Military Road to cross the river in 1817, which indicates that the trails were still in use 

around the time the first roads were built (Ward 2013). Once the Military Road crossed at the 

river, it continued to Noxubee County, where it encountered one of the most difficult stretches of 

the road to build. It took over 25,000 feet of causeways for Jackson’s Road to cross Mississippi, 

and many of those causeways were built to traverse the Noxubee swamps (Jackson and Scallan). 

The Jackson Military Road was built to connect the New Territory in New Orleans to the rest of 

the US via a road from Nashville, Tennessee. In 1842 the Military Road crossing of the 

Tombigbee became a bridge when enslaved Horace King built a bridge at the direction of his 

enslaver John Goodwin (Lupold and French 110). There were additional roads that were used in 

settling the newly opened lands in Mississippi which included the Old Federal Road from the 

Carolinas and Georgia, and the Gaines Road from North Alabama, and the Huntsville Road from 

North Alabama and Tennessee (Forest Service 48,101). It was also along these roads that 

millions of enslaved Africans were driven to be the labor force in the recently opened lands 

where they joined the Native Americans and Euro-Americans to form the community that is 

Noxubee County. 

Road travel wasn’t the only way into the county early on, even though roads were the 

primary mode of transportation along which people migrated. In 1823 the first steamboat traffic 
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between Columbus, Mississippi, and Mobile, Alabama, on the Gulf of Mexico had been 

established (Ward 2017). When the area of Noxubee County opened for settlement, steamboats 

that had been bypassing the Noxubee River for the last few years were able to immediately begin 

transporting raw cotton out of the County for trade in other areas. River traffic as a major form of 

transportation was short lived however as the Mobile and Ohio Railroad came to Noxubee 

County in the mid-1850’s, which ended steamboat travel on the Noxubee (Ward 2013). 

However, river transportation has once again become important to the county since the opening 

of the Tennessee Tombigbee Waterway in 1984. 

The availability of steamboat transportation, followed by railroad transportation, allowed 

the county to export raw materials to more populated areas. The timber harvest has been an 

important part of the county’s economy from first Euro-American settlement, with brick making 

from local clays becoming important later. However, the key component of Noxubee County’s 

economy has always been agriculture. The economy of local extraction and exploitation for 

export is like many other rural Appalachian regions, and it is what the plantation system was 

built around. When the institution of human enslavement was finally outlawed, wealthy planters 

found new ways to entrap the largely African American laborers. The tenant farm system was 

employed to continue the extraction of value from the local workforce and land. Families worked 

hard all year, only to see the fruits of their labor taken by the landowner without any way to 

check that they had been paid fairly. Sharecroppers were required to purchase their supplies from 

certain stores on credit, never seeing an accounting of how much things cost or what one’s crop 

had been worth that year. Only later would tenant farmers be told that after everything was 

settled, they were more in debt than when they started. There was no escaping the system 

because running away from one’s debt was against the law. The specter of Parchman Farm or 
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eviction for their families kept tenant farmers trapped in the system for almost a century. With 

the advent of machines, tenant farming mostly fell out of usage by the 1960s. Large landowners 

no longer needed the labor they had trapped in place, so jobs went away too. It is not hard to see 

that the exploitative sharecropping system was nothing more than another form of company town 

made so famous by Appalachian coal country, a system little better than medieval feudalism. 

In most ways, Noxubee County looks like the rest of Appalachia. It has foothills that 

extend from the Cumberland Plateau with its coal rich hills. The economy is based on timber 

production and agriculture, both extractive industries that export value to other regions. 

Company towns were utilized in the county at one time to trap laborers in a system of debt 

peonage. Railroads were important for the development of the county and transportation of raw 

materials. Many of the first Euro-American settlers in Noxubee County came looking for land 

from other regions of Appalachia where farmable land was becoming scarce. These settlers 

joined a diverse group of people including Native Americans and African Americans.  

It is what the residents of Noxubee County have done with these circumstances that sets 

them apart. There is a web of interconnected foodways that reach in every direction and into 

unexpected places. The oral histories I conducted help explain how the people preserve the old 

ways in modern times. Through a mix of necessity, tradition, and pride, the food traditions in the 

county have kept black and white communities connected and working together, even as the 

memory of historical disparities are never far from the surface. There are important lessons to 

learn from Noxubee County: lessons about the role of women in shaping communities, the role 

that foodways has in preserving Appalachian heritage, the power of stories that were not 

recorded in history books, but in community cookbooks. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Foodways in Living Memory 

Food is one of the essential elements for human survival and for thousands of years the kitchen 

was the purview of women. Denied a “room of her own,” foodways became one of the key 

outlets for women to engage their untapped intellectual potential. Women helped their families 

survive through ingenuity in the kitchen and were the first to see when the family could not 

sustain itself. They were forced to confront the hard reality of hunger on the faces of their 

children in a way men were not. Women became the backbone of the labor movement in 

Appalachian coal country because they knew that their children’s lives were in the balance 

(Shackel 36-38). The importance of foodways for women cannot be overstated. As the 

Appalachian author Barbara Kingsolver wrote: “From the ground up, everything about 

nourishment steadies my soul” (Animal, Vegetable, Miracle 125). Women have fed their souls 

through recipes, just as the women in Terezín concentration camp held onto hope by exchanging 

recipes recorded from memory (DeSilva). The women of Noxubee County share their recipes 

and traditions freely with one another, especially in community cookbooks, keeping the memory 

of the battle-hardened women before them alive (Brooksville’s Favorite Recipes; Favorite 

Recipes of Noxubee County; Faith, Family, & Fellowship). The recipes and meals on the table 

act as conduit to the past, or a Ghanian sankofa: “a way of looking backward so that one can 

move forward word” (Zafar 70). Many recipes bear the name of the special auntie, neighbor, or 



 Calloway 16 
 

friend who created it.2 The stories of generations of women survive through foodways in a way 

that they haven’t in historical texts written by men.  

Most of the women from earlier generations in Noxubee County were living on farms and 

cooking for large families. Meals had to be stretched and meat was a luxury. There are few meals 

as symbolic of that tradition as chicken and dumplings. In the case of Patricia Calloway, her 

grandmother first taught her how to make it. She tried to teach Ms. Patricia3 how to properly kill 

a hen, but when the chicken kept getting the upper hand, it was decided that such skills weren’t 

strictly essential for young children in the modern age. There is no written recipe for this dish, 

which she now makes entirely from memory. As she rolls out the dough for the dumplings and 

carefully cuts them, her own granddaughter now watches and learns (figures 7 & 8). Ms. Patricia 

talks about the importance of a dish like chicken and dumplings to a large family. It meant that 

one chicken could feed the whole family their Sunday dinner. It might be the only time they had 

meat in the week, other than small bits of ham or bacon in vegetables. (P. Calloway 12/11/19). 

While each person would only get a few small pieces of meat, they would have the effect of 

eating much more. Boiling the whole bird with the bones produces a flavorful and protein rich 

stock that thickens with the flour from the dumplings (see figures 6 & 9). During the antebellum 

period in Mississippi, pork was the dominant meat source and chicken meat was rare because of 

the value of chickens as egg layers. Older birds that had stopped reliably laying eggs would be 

boiled for special occasions and the bones would be saved to make the sauce for dumpling pie 

 
2 Often these are found in community cookbooks, such as the handbound Noxubee Homemaker Cookbook: 1972, 
which contains entries for “Annie’s Pound Cake” and “Dot’s Cousin Bess’s Caramel Icing.”  This cookbook belonging 
to Patricia Calloway also had handwritten recipes added by the owner with the titles “Ruth’s Best Pound Cake” and 
“Roll Recipe Used at Brooksville School by Ms. Mary Triplett and Mrs. Maude Eskridge.” 
3 It is customary in Noxubee County to call elders by Ms. or Mr., followed by their first name. It is a sign of respect 
and it is what interviewees asked to be called. 
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very reminiscent of the dish today (Hilliard 47). This stock served as a rich and welcome source 

of high-quality protein.  

 

Fig. 6: Chicken boiling for broth (R. Calloway); Fig. 7: Cutting dumplings (R. Calloway); Fig. 8: Dumplings (R. Calloway) 

 

Figure 9: Boiling dumplings (R. Calloway); Figure 10: Chicken and Dumplings (R. Calloway) 

 

When Billy Moore talks about his mother’s version of the iconic dish, he remembers that 

she made “puffy” dumplings (Moore). He attributes his mother’s dumplings to her German 

heritage, since she was taught to cook by her German mother (Moore). Dumplings are made 

from simple, cheap, and readily available ingredients, usually as basic as flour and water. A 

leavening agent was added sometimes, as was the case with the dumplings made by Mr. Billy’s 

mother. The chicken bones were cooked down to make a rich broth which forms the base of the 

meal. Chicken feet were the ingredient in Clemie McGee’s family recipe that added depth of 
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flavor and abundant collagen for protein (McGee). Homemade bone broth, once common in 

every kitchen, has been disappearing, replaced with the canned version bought at the store. 

Homemade stock is filled with collagen, minerals, and nutrients all beneficial to our health, 

while the canned variety is bulked out with starch, salt, yeast extract, caramel color, and 

sometimes it doesn’t even contain actual chicken (Fuller). There is a significant difference in the 

taste of these two styles of stock. According to the residents of Noxubee County, none of the 

versions of chicken and dumplings that use store bought broth can ever come close to the depth 

of flavor accomplished with true bone broth. The time it takes to make it is nominal, as Ms. 

Patricia always has some extra bone broth saved in the freezer. She never lets bones be thrown 

out without extracting as much nutrition from them as possible (P. Calloway 12/11/19).  

 In a county where rural life meant trips to the store were spaced far apart, the nutrition 

one could produce for oneself was paramount. The diversity of soils in Noxubee County allowed 

for farms with multiple uses (USDA 791). Annie Pearl Young was born in 1930 on her family’s 

farm in Noxubee County. She still lives in the house that her father and grandfather built before 

she was born (fig. 11). The Young family had a huge garden with clay peas, pink-eye purple hull 

peas, crowder peas, string beans, butterbeans, corn, collard greens, mustard greens, turnip greens, 

rape, sweet potatoes, Irish potatoes, and tomatoes, just to name a few (Young). Fruit trees such 

as apples and peaches were also grown. This collection of fruits and vegetables tells the 

underlying story of the diversity that forms the foundation of the local food system. These crops 

have their origins in North America, Central America, South America, Europe, Africa, and Asia. 

These crops were typical of what was grown in the county, according to the Soil Report of 1910 

(USDA 795, 812). Clay peas, also known as iron peas, were recommended by George 

Washington Carver to poor farmers in his agricultural bulletins as nutrient rich and good for the 
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soil (Carver 4). They are drought tolerant, will grow on poor clay or sandy soils, and over time 

they add organic matter and nitrogen to the soil through their nitrogen fixation in their root 

nodules. The “Old Rotation” cotton experiment at Auburn University in Alabama which rotates 

cotton, corn, and legumes such as cowpeas shows the value of cowpeas in restoring fertility to 

the soil (Department of Crop, Soil & Environmental Sciences). Cowpeas include clay peas, pink-

eye purple hull peas, crowder peas, blackeye peas, lady peas, field peas, and cream zipper peas 

along with many more varieties. Cowpeas are known to be the richest source of dietary folate 

and very high in protein for a vegetable crop both nutrients that were important to overall health 

(Affrifah). 

 

Figure 11: Ms. Annie Pearl at her home in 2021 (R. Calloway) 

 

Noxubee County is full of examples of making do with what you had, so when sweet 

potatoes weren’t available, Ms. Annie Pearl’s mother would make “Ice Pie” (Young). The pie is 

made much the same as a sweet potato pie with eggs, sugar, vanilla, nutmeg, “sweet milk” 
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(regular milk as opposed to buttermilk, which is sour), and butter, but Irish (white) potatoes are 

subbed in place of sweet potatoes (Young). Ms. Annie Pearl still grows a large garden for her 

own use, and still raises cattle to sell so that she lives a mostly food self-sufficient life. The soil 

on her land is well suited for cattle (USDA 798). Her father told her from an early age that the 

land was the most important thing to hold onto when faced with financial hardships. Selling all 

the cows was a better option: “My dad always said if you got land that’s worth something. You 

can always buy calves later, but you can’t pick up land” (Young). The family relied on the cotton 

and cattle as the major cash crop derived from their land.  

Ms. Annie Pearl’s family felt it was important to play a role in supporting the community 

around them. It was Ms. Annie Pearl’s job from an early age to bring water to the African 

American laborers on farms abutting their own. Their well water was known for being especially 

cold and it was their way of ensuring that workers on other farms were taken care of. Her father 

would hitch up the wagon filled with canteens of water and send her with the family dog to keep 

her safe on long days away from home. She still has a dog as her constant companion. During the 

summer of 2021 she expressed dismay at the recent spate of fatal domestic violence incidents in 

the county, but expressed no fear: “Everywhere I go I got my dog and a pistol on my hip!” 

(Young). Self-reliance in all things is vital for success on a rural farm, but neighbors cooperating 

to make sure everyone’s needs are met, such as clean water to drink, is critical also. 

Ms. Annie Pearl raised hogs as long as her mother was alive out of respect for all her 

mother had provided for her daughters from the proceeds of selling hogs, but she couldn’t stand 

them herself: “I would think: ‘If I grow up to run a farm, I ain’t never gonna raise no hogs.’ All 

my life from five years old Mama would have me water them…and hog’s mean…then I got a 

job and I’d come home and Mama said, ‘The hog’s out!’ and I’d have to chase it” (Young). After 
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her mother passed away, Ms. Annie Pearl continued to work during the day and run the farm, but 

she never raised another hog.  

It is remarkable that Ms. Annie Pearl’s family has held onto their farm for close to a 

hundred years, but even more incredible is that she has done so for forty years on her own as an 

African American woman. She still tends a garden and shares her years of knowledge, as well as 

cuttings from her plants and flowers, with the community and any curious strangers. When Ms. 

Annie Pearl was born, twenty percent of all black-operated farms in America were in 

Mississippi, but over time those numbers dwindled (Economic Research Service “Black 

Farmers” 3). This distinctive population loss was due in part to a mass out-migration of African 

Americans in the South to urban cities in the North during the years 1916-1970, where jobs in 

industry were favored (ERS “Black Farmers” 3). In the years following Reconstruction, as first-

generation African American property owners passed away, land was passed down without the 

benefit of a lawyer. Jim Crow laws ensured that African Americans either could not afford to get 

a lawyer to oversee their estate, or that no lawyers would agree to represent them (Reynolds). 

Worst of all, they could not trust the courts to treat them fairly. As a result, many black-owned 

farms were divided up amongst successive generations into smaller and smaller fractions. Today 

the subdivided property is in jeopardy of forced partition sales if everyone cannot agree on what 

to do with the land (Reynolds). Speculators continue to use these laws to buy out one heir, and 

then force the sale of the entire property at far below market value (Garner). Heir’s properties are 

an ongoing problem for many families in Noxubee County, as they are throughout Appalachia. 

The Southern Rural Development Center, based at Mississippi State University, has been 

working on legal assistance for families and changes in legislation to address this lingering 

injustice (Garner) In 1920 fourteen percent of all farms were owned by African Americans, but 
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today it is only one percent (Gordon). The loss of farms has resulted in the loss of generational 

wealth building, as well the loss of financial and food security for many families. 

The most common form of farming in Noxubee County in the first half of the twentieth 

century was tenant farming, also known as sharecropping. The system became more dominant as 

time went on from the end of the Civil War. It was a system that favored the landowner and 

trapped the tenant, whether they were black or white. Large landowners set up a system similar 

to the company town, where they were often landlord and store owner. In the oral history of 

Hubert Wesley, son of a Choctaw sharecropper in the county, he remembered that they got one 

pair of shoes for the whole year, bought at the landowner’s store in Mashulaville at harvest time 

(Wesley 254). The only time they ate well was in the summer, when they grew their own 

vegetables on the small plot they were allowed to use for personal purposes. Anything they 

bought came at a premium price. The Choctaws, led by his father, farmed together and helped 

each other out during the year (Wesley 255). The only time they could practice their tribal 

dances was on Saturday nights, when they would gather at the Dancing Rabbit Creek Treaty site 

(see fig. 12), which was sacred land for them (Wesley 270). They would dance all night and 

share a huge communal meal. When the Choctaw community had harvested their crop, they 

would hire on as field hands to help the white farmers get their crop in. At lunchtime the 

Choctaws and African American farmhands were not allowed to eat in the house with other 

workers who were white, but instead they had to eat in the backyard (Wesley 255). 
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Figure 12: Dancing Rabbit Creek Treaty Site (R. Calloway) 

Mr. Eddie Henley spent the first six years of his life on a farm west of Brooksville in 

Noxubee County. His father was a sharecropper and stuck in the cycle of the company town:  

There was the landowner, and you had a plot, but basically you had to get everything 

from him and you had no money. Then at the end of the year, when they ran your crops, 

you would always come out in the hole because you never saw paperwork. No, you never 

saw paperwork….it wasn’t set up for us to come out because it was set up to keep the 

sharecropper. I mean, where you could not leave because you owe the landowner at the 

end of the year….you had to come into Brooksville and there were stores here.…you got 

all you needed and then it went on the bill for the landowner.…all the clothing, all the 

food. (Henley) 

The tenant farmer system stressed maximizing cash crop production with little concern for the 

tenant’s ability to grow their own food. Dependency on the “company store” for foodstuffs and 

other goods only benefitted the landowner. All charges were put on the landowners’ tab, 

ensuring tenants never saw a true accounting of their debts. The landowner could charge any 

premium they wanted, and by the end of harvest time most tenants owed more than they had at 
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the beginning of the year. This system kept tenant farmers and their families on the land and in 

constant debt bondage. Black Codes, enacted after the Civil War and replaced by Jim Crow laws 

later, required African Americans to be in contract work at the beginning of each year and breach 

of contract was a crime (Foner 208). Any attempt to run away from debt could lead to 

incarceration. Mr. Eddie’s family was only able to escape the cycle when the landowner passed 

away and the land was sold. The family moved to Brooksville and his father worked in 

construction until his passing. The Henley family is known in the community for their 

volunteering and selfless acts to help others. Mr. Eddie’s older brother, Walter, worked at the 

local hardware store and was beloved by the entire community. He would go out of his way to 

help people and was a karate instructor for local children. Mr. Eddie’s sister made a weekly meal 

for trustee inmates working in Brooksville. Mr. Eddie himself volunteers at a local pre-school 

and does photography for the high school football program. The Henley family has been an 

integral part of the Brooksville community and today Mr. Eddie’s nephew is the mayor of 

Brooksville. 

 When Mr. Eddie talks about food, the conversation centers around family. He learned to 

cook by watching his mother as she canned and put up figs, peaches, and pears. One of his 

favorite recipes of hers is a tomato cobbler. It is a sweet dessert that he still makes today. It 

follows the same recipe as a peach cobbler, but substitutes in canned whole tomatoes, cut into 

quarters. It is a great way to add more nutrition to a sweet in the middle of winter when fresh 

fruit is not in season. Tomatoes were an abundant crop and easy to preserve, making this an 

ingenious modification that could get the kids to eat more tomatoes without getting bored. Mr. 

Eddie keeps a garden and buys bulk corn and fresh peas to put up so that his family always has 

them on hand. He plants collards for a winter garden once the heat has passed for the year. This 
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provides him with food security and some financial benefit. His whole family has a yearly 

tradition of getting together and cooking as a family for Thanksgiving. This keeps people 

connected and caring for one another, as Mr. Eddie sees it. At the dinner table Mr. Eddie learned 

from his parents not to “hold any grudges against anybody and we try to help” (Henley). That 

legacy of caring has reverberated through generations. 

Along with collards, pink-eye purple hull peas were brought over from Africa with 

enslaved Africans (Everett). They are part of the cow pea family and thrived in the hot and 

humid climate of Mississippi. Pink-eye peas are protein rich and eaten fresh, which is what made 

them such a favorite of many Noxubee County families. Ms. Patricia Calloway’s father insisted 

that only fresh peas and beans be served at his table: “He said he’d eaten dried beans his whole 

childhood through the depression and never wanted to eat them again” (P. Calloway 12/11/19). 

Ms. Patricia’s family, the Cardins, are a Scots-Irish family who have lived in Noxubee County 

since before the Civil War. Her father grew up poor on a subsistence farm in Lynn Creek, which 

was one of the first settlements established in the county after the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit 

Creek (USDA 790). The farms in Lynn Creek were owned by African American and Euro-

American families. The Cardin’s nearest farm owning neighbors were the Mays, an African 

American family. The two families helped each other if one family fell behind in the yearly 

chores required to maintain their farms. The Cardin and May families went racoon hunting 

together as well. Ms. Patricia remembered that her father still raved about the meals the two 

families shared when hunting was a success: “He said that Old Mr. May could cook a roasted 

racoon that would change your life!” (P. Calloway 12/11/19). The Lynn Creek community was 

eventually abandoned after many of the farmers in surrounding communities were bought out or 

forced out by the Resettlement Administration during the 1930’s (Moore). 
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The Cardin farm was not in the resettlement area, but farming during the Depression era 

was nonetheless hard. Ms. Patricia’s father always told her that they could not tell there was a 

Depression, since they were poor before, during, and after. The farm survived by selling hogs 

and any extra milk they had, which went to the local Borden Milk plant (P. Calloway 12/11/19). 

They didn’t have meat very often, since it would mean literally eating their profits, and what they 

had was usually bits of bacon that would be added to the vegetables. When her father was 

growing up his snack at the end of the school day was simply a sweet potato, which grew in 

abundance in the sandy soil. Today Ms. Patricia still makes her pink-eye purple hull peas with a 

bit of bacon, just like her daddy liked them. They are becoming increasingly hard to find, even 

though they are listed in Slow Food’s Ark of Taste and won a taste-test by chefs from around the 

country (Everett). Ms. Patricia used to grow them herself, but now she buys them in bulk from a 

farmer in the county. She par-boils them and then freezes them in water to preserve them. The 

peas can be used throughout the year when preserved this way. They are best when topped with 

Ms. Eva Misso’s special summer squash pickles. It is a recipe Ms. Eva gave Ms. Patricia’s 

mother in the late 1970’s when she worked in the Noxubee County Courthouse with Ms. 

Patricia’s father.  

Many of the old foodways Ms. Patricia learned came from her paternal grandmother. 

Running a farm that relied on what you could forage or grow for most dietary calories, every 

food source was important. Ms. Patricia’s grandmother would gather all the apples on their 

property, coring and slicing each one. Then she would lay them out in the yard on a sheet to dry. 

Once they were free of any moisture, the slices would be strung up and saved for winter. In the 

depths of winter months, her grandmother would reconstitute the apple slices in a syrup, cook 

them down, and make hand pies (P. Calloway 12/11/19). This tradition allowed them to have 
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fruit all year long. Ms. Patricia remembers these sweets as one of the simple pleasures of her 

childhood. 

It is when Ms. Patricia is cooking that the stories about her past are shared. Each dish has 

a history. Sometimes the very pot she cooked in was significant. Ms. Patricia’s jam making pot 

has lost its handles and is difficult to maneuver, but she continues to use it because it was her 

grandmother’s pot from 1920. There is more to be learned in cooking with a Southern woman 

and listening to her stories, than one will ever learn asking direct questions. Ms. Patricia is 

famous for her pecan pie (see fig. 13), for which she won a 4H award as a child, and each time 

she makes it she tells the story of a pecan grove at the house where she grew up. It was planted in 

1946 by her father after he returned from WWII and built the family house. Families in the 

community, particularly African American families who knew her father, would come to her 

mother’s front door and ask to “pick up on halves” on the pecans in her yard. This custom allows 

for folks to collect all the pecans in buckets and to keep half of what they gather, giving the other 

half to the property owner. The tradition is beneficial for both parties. This kind of agreement 

was common for a multitude of food stuffs, although usually related to fruit trees, nuts, and berry 

bushes. It is sometimes applied to large garden plots of peas and butterbeans. That pecan grove 

still stands, but the property was sold when Ms. Patricia’s mother passed away. Almost 75 years 

after the trees were planted, people in the community still pick up the pecans to feed their 

families. The Roman philosopher Cicero quoted the poet Caecilius Statius as saying: “Serit 

arbores quae alteri seculo prosint [He plants trees for the benefit of later generations]” (Adams). 

Those pecans have gone into untold numbers of pies at Thanksgiving and Christmas at the tables 

of families that might not have been able to have afford the nuts otherwise. As age has caught up 
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with Ms. Patricia, today she buys her pecans from a local man. She still cracks them all herself 

and then freezes them for future use because she says the freshness and flavor are so much better. 

  

Figure 13: Ms. Patricia’s pecan pie (R. Calloway); Figure 14: Ms. Patricia’s Italian cream cake with pecans (R. Calloway) 

 

Corn is a crop native to the Americas that was introduced to early European settlers by 

the Native Americans. Cornmeal is the central ingredient in cornbread, which is a mainstay at 

Ms. Patricia’s table. She makes it in a cast iron skillet with melted butter to keep it from sticking. 

Ms. Patricia bakes her cornbread, but always laments that she can’t make it on the stovetop like 

her mother used to. Her mother would warm a cast iron skillet, melt copious amounts of butter or 

lard that she swirled in the pan to grease it, add the cornbread mixture, and then cook it using a 

method that was frying and half stovetop baking (P. Calloway 12/11/19). Ms. Patricia’s mother 

never covered the cornbread or put it in the oven. It was a technique her mother learned from her 

own mother while growing up in South Carolina (P. Calloway 12/11/19). It was more difficult 

and time consuming, but it created a buttery crunchy crust.  
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While her mother may not have passed on that particular skill, she did teach Ms. Patricia 

to make cornbread dressing with giblet gravy. Each step is done from scratch. She saves the extra 

cornbread and drop biscuits she makes with each meal for a few days leading up to Thanksgiving 

until she has enough to make dressing. It is a simple way for women to repurpose food and make 

it stretch further so that nothing is wasted. To make the dressing she breaks them apart by hand 

until they are crumbly, but still retains some texture. Then she cooks down the onions and celery 

in a quarter cup of butter before mixing them in, along with a few chopped up boiled eggs and 

homemade chicken stock. The cornbread dressing is baked and what emerges is a winning 

combination of sweetness from the corn meal, savoriness from the onions, an aromatic quality 

from the celery, with the familiar tang of buttermilk from the biscuits, all topped with the most 

delicious gravy. Giblet gravy is made from the bird’s liver, gizzard, and heart with boiled eggs 

chopped up in chicken stock thickened with flour. The addition of organ meats to the sauce 

creates a depth of umami flavor, all while using every part of the bird and adding nutritional 

value to the family diet. All of the ingredients for cornbread dressing are abundant in Noxubee 

County, cheap, and found at any local store. That was part of what made them important to the 

self-subsistent farm family that Ms. Patricia is descended from. The result is a delicious dish that 

could feed many people. It helps to stretch out the turkey or chicken for a large family, especially 

when bowls of fresh collard greens, pink-eye purple hull peas, stewed yellow summer squash, or 

cut off corn from the garden are added.  

 The tradition of self-sufficiency in Noxubee County can produce delicious results, but it 

also meant hard work. Sarah Temkovits is a Euro-American who grew up on a farm in the 

country. Her family made their own butter from the twenty-five cows they milked twice a day, 

they raised a hundred hogs, and had chickens for eggs. By the time Ms. Sarah was thirteen she 
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had grown strong from throwing twenty-five bales of hay to the cows every day, milking the 

cows, teaching the baby cows how to drink from buckets of milk, and hauling drums filled with 

whey from the Borden Milk plant to feed their pigs. In the fall they would butcher hogs. They 

scalded the hair off the hogs and then the skin and fat was put in a large black wash pot. They 

would cook the cracklings and render the lard for later use. Saltboxes were used to make bacon, 

and smokehouses were used for smoking hams (Temkovits).  

 Money was scarce, but in the winter Ms. Sarah’s family would pick pecans and sell them 

to Mother Goose Candy Factory and Hardens Bakery (Temkovits). The money they earned was 

used for Christmas, which was the one time a year that Ms. Sarah got a toy. When her family 

bought food, they bought in bulk. They would purchase large rings of cheese from the local 

cheese plant and cut it into quarters: “We ate a lot of cheese!” (Temkovits). When Ms. Sarah 

needed a new dress, her mother would send her to the feed house where she was instructed to 

find three sacks of feed or flour with the same pattern. The purchase served a dual purpose, and 

the sacks would be made into clothing, shirts, dish towels, and pillowcases (Temkovits). This 

practice was widespread in Appalachia, especially during the Depression (Tabler). By using their 

flour and feed purchases to acquire sewing fabric, farm families could stretch their budgets even 

further.  

Spices and flour were bought, but almost everything else was produced by her family. 

Ms. Sarah’s family grew all their own food and her mama would do all the canning for the 

winter. They would make fig preserves and pear honey. Her mother taught her how to shred 

cabbage with a knife, packing it into a churn to make sauerkraut which would keep through the 

winter. Farming wasn’t the only way families acquired food. Hunting was also important as Ms. 

Sarah learned to squirrel hunt by smoking them out of a hole in the tree and then twist the tree 
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limb and snatch their tail. Her mother taught her to make deer and squirrel meat tender by cutting 

it thin, “hacking it” with the edge of a plate, dredging it in flour then browning it in a skillet, then 

adding water to the skillet, covering with foil and bake it (Temkovits).  

Ms. Sarah’s husband died when she was only in her thirties and her youngest was five. 

Her oldest daughter was nineteen and about to get married at the time: “We had a funeral one 

day, and a wedding the next” (Temkovits). Ms. Sarah’s father and brother had already passed 

away by then, so she relied upon the cooking skills taught to her by her mother to get by. She ran 

a catering business for years, all while also working at the local Peco chicken plant. She worked 

hard and managed to raise her four children on her own. Today she passes down her food 

knowledge to her twelve grandchildren and twenty great-grandchildren.  

 Gertrude Miller and her family arrived in Noxubee County to start farming the five-

hundred acres they had bought (Miller). They came with a few other families from their 

Mennonite community in Elkhart, Indiana. Ms. Gertrude’s father was a minister in the Pleasant 

Grove Conservative Mennonite Church, which ties back to the Old Order Amish tradition 

(Eash). Ms. Gertrude’s line of Mennonites originates in Appalachian Somerset County, 

Pennsylvania (Hostetler). With an Appalachian history going back to the early 1700’s, it could 

be said that Ms. Gertrude’s arrival to Appalachian Noxubee County was more of a homecoming. 

Ms. Gertrude had four children when they arrived and her youngest was only two. Ms. 

Gertrude’s husband had been on the search committee for new sites for their community to 

expand, so when the committee picked Noxubee County, he felt obliged to be one of the 

founding families. Their arrival to the county coincided with major changes in the south 

regarding the economy, poverty, civil rights, farm mechanization, land ownership, food systems, 

and labor dynamics. Tractors, cotton picking machines, and combines were just starting to 
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replace some farm laborers, though this economic and labor transformation would become much 

more exaggerated in the years to come (Miller). The Millers arrived right before the pivotal year 

of 1964, when the Food Stamp Act and the Civil Rights Act were both passed. In one fell swoop 

families in poverty were given some food security and African Americans were ensured the right 

to vote.  

The changes taking place in the south and Noxubee County were encapsulated in the land 

that the Miller family bought. It was part of what had been the Deupree Plantation and included 

the antebellum mansion. The house had not been maintained by the previous owners of the land, 

probably because of the high cost associated with maintaining a house of that size (see fig. 16). 

When the Millers took possession of the house and nearby slave quarters, all the buildings 

(including the mansion) were in such disrepair from neglect and termite damage that the only 

safe option was to demolish them and burn the resulting waste (Miller). However, being forever 

resourceful, Ms. Gertrude’s husband was able to salvage the pillars from the mansion’s front 

porch and repurpose them into building a grain house (Miller). The final disposition of the 

Deupree Plantation stands as an analogy for the long economic decline in the agricultural south, 

the change in labor systems, mechanization of agriculture, and changing landownership patterns. 

The family did not set any of these larger changes in motion, but merely arrived as they started to 

take place. The Miller family did change the labor dynamics and food systems as they arrived, 

however; thus they were often held responsible by locals for the entire scope of changes 

occurring.  
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Figure 15: Ms. Gertrude in 2021 (R. Calloway); Figure 16: Deupree House in disrepair (Gertrude Miller) 

  

As they had in Indiana, the Millers had a large garden for growing vegetables and fruit. 

Ms. Gertrude grew red sweet corn, radishes, cabbage, onions, green beans, potter beans, and 

Rutgers tomatoes. Demonstrating this community’s ties to the greater Appalachian region, Potter 

beans and red sweet corn are both listed as rare folk varietals that contribute to the unique 

agrobiodiversity in southern Appalachia (Veteto 95, 401). English peas, which Ms. Gertrude 

loves, were frozen for later use in meals. Ms. Gertrude liked to cream them with potatoes for 

dinner. Ms. Gertrude had a large strawberry patch that she would let people come and pick from, 

since they always had more than they could eat. She believed in sharing abundance with others, 

but has not forgotten the time that someone stole cabbages: “I had plenty to share, it was just the 

idea that someone did that” (Miller). She said she would have given them the cabbages, had they 

asked, and if she came up short then she would have planted more the next year. 

In 1930 eighty percent of the farms in Noxubee County were run by tenants rather than 

owners and by 1960 the county was one of the five poorest in the state (Ownby and Wilson 944). 

Ms. Gertrude remembered that there were large numbers of African Americans who were 
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desperate for work when they arrived. The Millers farmed cotton and could have hired pickers at 

low wages as was typical in the area, but instead they paid as much or more than anyone in the 

county (Miller). In addition to higher wages, Ms. Gertrude served a mid-day meal to the families 

who came to pick cotton by hand. Whole families would work, including children, and Ms. 

Gertrude had noticed that many of them had nothing to eat at the lunch break. She didn’t feel it 

was right to ask laborers to work on an empty stomach, and in fact they would be capable of 

better work if well nourished. She set up a makeshift dining area in her garage where she could 

bring meals out directly from her kitchen. She served simple things like egg sandwiches, pork 

and beans, and soups. She put out milk from their dairy and workers could have as much milk as 

they wanted throughout the day. “They were good workers and they try to do their work right 

and we got along with them. Yeah, we did” (Miller). More than just a simple kindness, the 

importance of the additional nutrition and calories from the milk alone for children would have 

been substantial. By offering higher wages and a meal, the Millers and other Mennonite families 

made the labor market more competitive and changed food system dynamics. 

There is an interconnected food system in Noxubee County that is widespread and goes 

back generations. There are still a few small country stores that dot the county, but at one time 

they were numerous. Clemie McGee’s grandmother owned a store in Cooksville at the turn of 

the twentieth century, and she was even the postmaster. She ran a store until 1964. Ms. Clemie 

talked about how her family always raised cushaw squash in their garden. Cushaws are a green 

striped, long necked squash that is part of the Slow Foods Ark of Taste. The Cushaw squash is 

significant because its domestication dates back to Mesoamerica more than five thousand years 

ago and it has been in the Appalachian region since before European arrival (“Green Striped 

Cushaw”). It is found throughout the South, but it is best known throughout Appalachia for its 
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use as a replacement for pumpkin in pies (see fig. 17). Cushaw squash is a winter storage 

vegetable that is shelf stable for about 6-9 months without the aid of preservation methods. 

Winter storage vegetables that could be grown in the summer and stored for later use were 

important for a family’s food security. Cushaw would serve as welcome source of vitamin A, 

vitamin C, and calories from starch in the depths of winter. Its ability to be used in soups, breads, 

pies, or cooked on its own makes it an adaptable choice for families. 

 

Figure 17: Cushaw Pie (R. Calloway) 

 

Country stores were serviced by one of the wholesale grocers in the county. Patricia 

Calloway’s father worked for two of the largest: Calmes and W.P. Chancellors (P. Calloway 

6/2/20). The wholesale grocers in Noxubee County served the surrounding counties of Winston, 

Kemper, Lowndes, Oktibbeha, and parts of Alabama. The small stores carried the things that 

farmers could not provide for themselves: tobacco, flour, coffee, tea, meal, sugar, animal feed, 

“notions” (combs, buttons, etc.), cloth material, jarred goods like mustard, nails, and gloves. 

They also provided some canned foods as well, but these were the first sign of the end of small 

stores. There had even been a “rolling store” at one time, which was a repurposed bus made into 
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a store that could serve the farms that were farther out of town (Howard). The bus would drive 

out to the more remote communities on a regular schedule and local residents could plan to do 

their shopping in the bus on the day it was scheduled to arrive. Slowly salesmen started having 

smaller orders as Wal-Marts and K-Marts began to open in surrounding counties. 

Restaurants in Noxubee County were better protected from outside competition, since the 

county is not large enough to attract most chain restaurants. There was Hackworth’s in Macon, 

which had counter service. They were well known for their rendition of the “Noxubee Stack,” a 

breakfast sandwich that the county was known for and was found at most lunch counters. It 

consisted of bread, mayonnaise, egg, ham or bacon, cheese, and then repeat two more times. The 

resulting sandwich was large enough for two meals, and Ms. Patricia Calloway says it was 

partially responsible for her father’s early death (P. Calloway 12/11/19). The Moore family had a 

restaurant in Macon at one time serving “just simple food” (Howard). Ms. Patricia remembers a 

small restaurant in Brooksville during her childhood as well. The tradition of small lunch 

counters is still widespread, but has evolved into homecooked meals known as a “meat and 

three” that are served from many gas stations. 

Times may have changed, but the memories of foodways in Noxubee County abound. 

Many of the food traditions have been passed down by women who made space for themselves 

in the history of the county, ranging from independent farmers to store owners. Through hard 

times, women found ways to feed their families and provide a sense of comfort that lives on in 

their children. The history of these women is not told in historical texts or on monuments. It is 

recorded in community cookbooks where the names of women are recorded next to the recipes 

they perfected and shared with other women. Their history lives on in the memory of 

granddaughters who are now grandmothers themselves, passing on their stories along with their 
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foodways to the next generation as they demonstrate how to roll dumpling dough, can squash, or 

make dressing. The stories of family culture, tradition, and survival told through food are every 

bit as important as the deeds of men. Most of the families in Noxubee County were short on 

cash, but they were rich in connections that women fostered across generations and cultures. The 

wealth of this community has served the county well, and today there are substantive efforts to 

pay those dividends forward for the next generation. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Noxubee County Today:  

A Love Letter Written in Foodways and Passed Through Generations 

Noxubee County may seem like many other rural counties. It faces a declining population and all 

the problems that come with a farming community divided by income and culture, but it has 

surprised outsiders with its many positive outcomes (ARC 80). The women who have cared for 

generations in the county have fostered a sense of commitment to community members, as well 

as a very real love for one another. For a county seemingly divided along racial lines, there is 

more interconnection and cooperation among races than one might suspect. With very few 

resources, Noxubee County is investing in its youth through school programs and food, as well 

as nurturing the underserved members of its community. Whatever the situation, Noxubee 

Countians are there with love and kindness rather than vilification and condemnation. There is a 

unique kind of love that exists in Noxubee County, a love that rebuilds one’s faith in the power 

of small towns to change lives for the better, welcome strangers with a place to rest, and extend a 

blanket of caring to those who sorely need it.  

Tem’s Food Market sits at the center of Noxubee County, which is appropriate because it 

is at the center of foodways there, too. Tem’s has been in operation since 1947 and has outlasted 

all the other grocery stores in the county, such as the Piggly Wiggly. In the more than seventy 

years that Tem’s has been in operation, it has built a reputation based on offering what no other 

grocery store could. This includes goods for sale that cannot be found elsewhere, prices on 
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certain items that even Wal-Mart cannot come close to matching, as well as a response to 

customer needs that has become a thing of the past in most of the United States.  

Tem’s is the only grocery store in Noxubee County. Perhaps the most interesting 

contradiction in Noxubee County is that the entire county, excluding the town of Macon where 

Tem’s is located, has been deemed a food desert by the Economic Research Service (ERS Food 

Atlas). This designation is due to the lack of grocery stores in the county, the long distance that 

people must travel to access a grocery store, and to the ten to thirteen percent of households 

without vehicles that are more than a half mile from a store (ERS Food Atlas). Dollar stores and 

convenience stores do not count as grocery stores because they do not have fresh vegetables. 

Despite these obstacles, the Appalachian Regional Commission specifically mentioned the 

availability of fresh vegetables from family gardens, farm stands, and farmers selling from their 

trucks (ARC 79). For residents in the county who do not have ready access to Tem’s Food 

Market, the situation might be more universally bleak if it were not for the local foodways. The 

importance of a community that has stayed interconnected and made access to fresh fruits and 

vegetables possible cannot be overstated. It is part of the reason Noxubee County was named as 

a Bright Spot in Appalachia for its health outcomes (ARC 80).  

If Noxubee County is technically a desert when it comes to food availability, then Tem’s 

in the middle of the county is the oasis where residents can go for relief. Tem’s Food Market 

could have easily taken advantage of the lack of large-scale competition in the county, but they 

made another choice, and it has made all the difference.  

When you become the only store in a community, you normally would increase your 

gross profit so you would be more profitable…We never did that…We're gonna give 

good service, we're gonna get good prices, and if somebody wants to come here, it's 
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gonna be hard for them to take our customers because we've treated them right even 

when we didn’t have to (Reed) 

Tem’s was started by the Temkovits family and it has stayed a family-run business. Being from 

the community they serve has meant the business stays invested in what their customers need. 

Sometimes that means stocking rare foods that other stores would not bother carrying because 

they would not be in high demand, but Tem’s will make sure to order almost anything that their 

customers request (Reed). It makes passing on foodways much easier when the ingredients are 

not dependent upon mass-appeal, but rather common locally. 

 

Figure 18: Tem’s on-site warehouse (R.Calloway); Figure 19: Tem’s pork processed in house (R.Calloway)  

 

In order to keep prices low for their customers, many of whom are on fixed incomes, 

Tem’s has employed some ingenious methods. One of the areas of the store that has a constant 

turnover of product is the meat department, for two reasons. The first reason is that Tem’s keeps 

things in stock that are hard to find elsewhere, like tripe, pig snouts, pig ears, pig hooves, chicken 

tails, chicken livers, chicken gizzards, chicken feet, smoked hocks, and turkey legs. The other 

reason is because they have prices that hardly any competitors can come close to. They do this 

by buying whole truckloads of certain items for deals that will be in their weekly circular, as well 
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as by reducing the cost of the meat by buying half-cows and whole pigs (Reed). They employ 

multiple butchers who process all their meat in-house. Meat bought from large processing 

warehouses is treated with a water and sodium solution to keep it fresh for long truck journeys to 

shelves all over the US, but that means the customer pays for water instead of meat. By 

processing their meat in the store, Tem’s keeps prices low, avoids sodium brines, sells a better 

quality product, and creates jobs.  

Flexibility is key for a local grocery store in a small county like Noxubee. Chain stores 

are not able to make quick decisions based on what works for their specific store. Everything has 

to go through a corporate approval process, which means slower response time. Tem’s managers 

are able to order what they want, from whom they want, and for what prices they want. The 

benefits of that flexibility became glaringly obvious during the height of the Covid-19 pandemic, 

when keeping shelves stocked became practically impossible for larger stores. Most of the 

people in Noxubee County did not experience those shortages. Randall Reed, a manager at 

Tem’s, was able to get a whole tractor trailer truckload of toilet paper from Mexico so that his 

shelves remained stocked (Reed). When stores everywhere were out of milk, a staple that is 

critical for so many low-income families on food stamps, Tem’s called around to dairies to keep 

it on the shelves (Reed). Tem’s called restaurant suppliers to buy up stock that they could not 

sell, a move that chain stores could not have made due to agreements with certain brands for 

their store. The store stayed so well stocked throughout the pandemic that people were even 

coming in from other counties to buy from Tem’s (Reed).  

 There is a symbiotic relationship between the residents of Noxubee County and Tem’s. 

They receive mutual benefit from one another. Tem’s is able to stay in business and make a 

profit by offering their customers what nobody else can. The people who shop at Tem’s are able 
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to buy fresh food for reasonable prices so that their families stay well fed, all while being able to 

access the ingredients that have been part of the foodways traditions for generations.  

 There has been a long tradition of preserving foodways in Noxubee County. Back in the 

1970’s, Doctor James C. Radcliff spearheaded an effort to recreate sorghum molasses that had 

been produced in the county at one time (Hill). Sorghum is a sweet grass that can be used to 

make syrup. Like many foods in Noxubee County, it originated in Africa (Winberry 343). 

Renowned chef, Edna Lewis, depicted sorghum as an “ancestral culinary souvenir” for her and 

other African Americans in the south (Zafar 78). Its widespread use in Mississippi foodways 

started during the Civil War when sugar was expensive due to Union blockades at sea (Winberry 

345). The grass could be used as cattle feed as well, so it persisted in the foodways because it 

was cheap and multipurpose.  

Dr. Ratcliff brought together a group of local men to build a sorghum press with a big 

mill stone powered by mules. The grass would be fed into the mill stone and the sorghum juice 

would go through a trough over to a firepit to be boiled down in stages into a syrup (Hill). The 

whole family, including children, helped in the process. The social aspect of making sorghum 

syrup made it a popular community event throughout southern Appalachia (Luny 230). A big 

breakfast would be made the next morning so that everyone could enjoy the end product, 

especially on biscuits (Hill). Cornbread with sorghum syrup was a typical treat for enslaved 

Africans in the antebellum South (Miller 241). Sorghum syrup, also known as sorghum 

molasses, is a common ingredient in Appalachian sweets like apple stack cake and sweet potato 

pie, as well as savory dishes like sorghum-brined chicken (Roahen and Edge 234, Twitty 363 & 

159). The syrup can still be found at Tem’s Food Market and throughout Appalachia. Kentucky 
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and Tennessee, both Appalachian states, are the largest producers of the syrup today (Lundy 

231). 

 

Figure 20: Corn muffin with sorghum butter (R. Calloway) 

 

 Noxubee County had mills in operation even before the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek 

in 1830. There is one still in operation just over the line in Kemper County, another Appalachian 

county, that was commissioned in 1790 by members of the Choctaw Nation who had control of 

the territory at the time (Sciple). It became known as Sciple’s Mill after the Sciple family bought 

it just before the Civil War (Sciple). It is a water-powered mill that served as a grist mill, 

sawmill, and cotton gin for the community (Sciple). Eddie Sciple is the fifth generation to own 

the mill. The mill is in the same line of hills that run through Noxubee County. Mr. Eddie 

remembers that when his grandfather ran the mill there were moonshine stills upstream. If law 

enforcement came looking for moonshiners, they would have to pass right by the mill. His 

grandfather would ring the bell in front of the mill to alert the upstream entrepreneurs to break 

camp (Sciple). There are rumors that moonshine is still being produced in Noxubee County, but 

there were no moonshiners willing to be interviewed in 2021. Mr. Eddie still uses the millstone, 

like generations before him, to produce grits and cornmeal. He sells his products there at the mill 

and in grocery stores like Tem’s Food Market. There are local Choctaws who bring their dried 
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corn to him for grinding. The corn they bring is an heirloom variety that Mr. Eddie did not know 

the name for, but said it is sacred to the Choctaw Nation (Sciple). When Mr. Eddie grinds corn 

for people he keeps one eighth of what is produced as payment (Sciple). It is the same payment 

system that has been used from the time the mill was built. Mr. Eddie is training his grandson on 

how to run the mill, so there is hope that it will pass down to the seventh generation of Sciple’s 

owners (Sciple). Sciple’s Mill is an invaluable example of passing on foodways by teaching the 

next generations how food was once produced and processed. The mill is open every weekend 

for tours and demonstrations. The best way to appreciate Mr. Eddie’s grits is to taste them. Their 

texture and corn flavor are unparalleled, whether served for breakfast or as shrimp and grits at 

supper.  

 

Figure 21: Sciple’s Mill (R. Calloway); Figure 22: Millstone (R. Calloway); Figure 23: Shrimp and Sciple’s Mill grits (R. Calloway) 

 

 It is vital for foodways to have knowledge keepers who are willing to pass on what they 

have learned to instill an appreciation for the traditions that exist in Noxubee County. There are 

no greater teachers than Vera and Jim Taylor. Mr. Jim’s Euro-American family has roots in the 

county that reach back to just after the signing of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek (Taylor). 

They live in the house that once belonged to Ms. Vera’s grandmother. The property has become 
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a veritable wonderland of heirloom plants of every kind, each generation adding something new 

to the collection. There is a giant green ash tree that stands in the middle of the property giving 

ample shade in every direction. A bodock tree sits in the corner of the property where Ms. Vera 

remembers that when she was a child all the grandkids would sit under it to eat at family 

gatherings (Taylor). Bodock trees were grown in the county for fencing use (Taylor). They were 

resistant to rot, an important consideration is such a damp climate. There is a black walnut tree, a 

pomegranate tree planted by Ms. Vera’s grandmother, and a Chinaberry tree given by Ms. Lily 

Boykin. Ms. Vera’s father did not have a green thumb, but he taught her that old stumps rotting 

down were a great place to plant something (Taylor). Her father planted a magnolia on a rotten 

stump and it thrived.  

Ms. Vera has a particular love for flowers, just like her mother before her. Between 

contributions from mother and daughter, the garden blooms in every color. Ms. Vera’s mother 

was part of an informal garden club in Brooksville, so the house is surrounded by bulbs that 

bloom every year with snowdrop lilies, daffodils, orange day lilies, and spider lilies. She added 

chaste lilacs and crepe myrtles as well. Ms. Vera contributed magenta gladiolas that were shared 

all over Brooksville and given to her by the Triplett family. There are milk-and-wine lilies from 

Brooksville, as well as althea and phlox from Brooksville. Every plant has a story, just as so 

many recipes in Noxubee County. 

Having a garden with a variety of plants came naturally to Ms. Vera’s mother who was 

born in Lily, Kentucky (Taylor). Lily is in Laurel County, an eastern Kentucky county defined as 

Appalachian by ARC (Appalachian Counties). Both of Ms. Vera’s mother’s parents had passed 

away by the time she was twelve, so she was living with her aunt and uncle when they saw an ad 

in the paper advertising Noxubee County as “the land of milk and honey” (Taylor). Ms. Vera’s 
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mother came to Noxubee County with the family, but later she loaded up her kids every other 

summer to visit family back in the north (Taylor). Ms. Vera’s mother was taught how to cook 

and grow things more suited to the Mississippi climate by her mother-in-law, Ms. Vera’s 

grandmother (Taylor). 

Ms. Vera grew up on a dairy farm and all the kids would help. She recalls: “Most of my 

good memories all involve work in some way” (Taylor). They would get firewood in the hottest 

part of the year, put up bales of hay, and work in the garden. Ms. Vera didn’t like dirt in her 

fingers as a child, but now her therapy is pulling weeds (Taylor). For fun they would gather fruit 

(snakes notwithstanding):  

We used to go down the river and get muscadines sometimes. We would always go and 

pick blackberries, but every time we went picking blackberries we’d see a black racer 

[snake].4 Every time. Gale and Betty and I did that last summer. We went behind her 

house and picked blackberries and the first thing here comes a black racer that came 

shooting out from one of the bushes (Taylor) 

The Taylors have continued the tradition of keeping a vast Appalachian garden with rows and 

rows of vegetables planted every year. Mr. Jim tends their corn, potatoes, garlic, tomatoes, peas, 

okra, and greens. Their garlic is a mono-bulb variety that Ms. Vera found locally at an old 

abandoned homeplace. Mr. Jim cans potatoes, squash and green beans; he pickles okra and green 

beans; and he freezes creamed corn and peas (Taylor). He worked in agriculture at Mississippi 

State University throughout his career, but now his garden is his passion. His father taught him 

some things about gardening, but much of it he has learned from Ms. Vera and her family. He 

 
4 Black racers are a type of non-venomous snake known for their speed and aggressive displays towards any 
potential threat, such as a berry picker. 
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has learned even more from Noxubee locals, especially the vast knowledge of Ms. Annie Pearl 

Young.  

 

Figure 24: A squash arbor in the Taylor’s Appalachian garden (R. Calloway) 

 

The Taylors like to cook from their repertoire of family recipes. It could be making 

squash relish from Mr. Jim’s dad’s recipe, sweet crock pickles from Mr. Jim’s grandmother, or 

Ms. Vera’s favorite pickled pears. Ms. Vera remembers the biscuits her mother would make for 

breakfast every day. She would grab one for a snack when she got home from school. Mr. Jim 

remembers his mother’s fried chicken. They both wax poetic about the fried okra patties that Mr. 

Jim’s grandmother would make. She would cut the fresh okra in rounds, put it directly in the 

cornmeal and allow it to sit a few minutes before making the patties for frying (Taylor). This 

allowed the okra’s natural juices to come out, forming a natural thickener with the cornmeal that 

didn’t require flour. “Nobody could ever make them the same” (Taylor). Just as the Taylors have 

learned from the generations before them, they have become a conduit for that knowledge to be 

passed down to the next generation. 
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The Taylors understanding of old traditions have allowed them to help and learn from 

Faith Merritt, a new transplant to the county. Ms. Faith makes salves and natural remedies using 

herbs like comfrey, calendula, and neem (Merritt). Ms. Faith will “whisper to the water” when 

she is making medicines, conveying the needs of the sick person (Merritt). The Appalachian 

belief in the power of water can trace one of its roots to the Scots-Irish (Bjerre 225). Noxubee 

County water has a special vibrance in Ms. Faith’s eyes: “The rainwater here is so much more 

alive than on the west coast. Even if we get a little rain it doesn’t feel as life bringing as the rain 

that comes here” (Merritt). Ms. Faith makes a special cough syrup with herbs infused in olive oil, 

adding honey, lemons, and apple cider vinegar (Merritt). She gets the honey locally. Ms. Faith 

comments that the land in the county is rich and she is in awe of the medicinal plants that grow 

everywhere. 

The Taylors and Ms. Faith exchange gardening knowledge. Mr. Jim remembers his 

grandmother “planting by the signs,” which she used the Farmers’s Almanac to track (Taylor). 

This is what’s known as biodynamic farming. Planting is done on the cycles of the moon with 

different days for leaf plants, flowers, roots, and fruits (Merritt). They all try to use natural 

pesticides. Ms. Faith recommends black pepper around your garden to keep ants out (Merritt). 

They both use the abrasive qualities of diatomaceous earth, made from sedimentary rock 

containing fossilized diatoms, to keep pests away. Mr. Jim uses neem oil in his garden, but if all 

else fails he has been known to break out his Dustbuster and suck up the beetles attacking his 

plants (Taylor). 

Ms. Vera is a teacher in the Noxubee County School District which serves a student body 

that is predominantly African American. Ms. Vera taught for many years in Brooksville before 

the school closed there, and then moved to the middle school in Macon. Many of her students do 
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not spend a lot of time outside, although some are into fishing and hunting. Gardens are 

something most students associate with their grandparents or great-grandparents. However, Ms. 

Vera is always impressed by how many of her students know how to cook and feel comfortable 

doing it (Taylor). In the multi-generational homes and communities that are common in Noxubee 

County, her students have the opportunity to learn from many people. She plays her part in that 

education by introducing them to a world of plants: “I just want them to know it’s not that scary 

and that its okay. Just to have a different point of view” (Taylor). At one time she got a grant to 

do educational programs in nature so she took students in grades four through six to the Noxubee 

Wildlife Refuge (Taylor). They would do art projects and explore the woods: “I don’t remember 

ever having a student complain…in general they were just really excited to be out in the woods” 

(Taylor).  

The Taylors’ knowledge of plants has been built over generations. Their garden is a 

welcoming place for all generations in Noxubee County. As they learn from the older living 

members in the community, they practice that knowledge so that they can pass it on to friends, 

newcomers, and children alike. They are the best example of knowledge keepers in the 

community who are a vital part of bringing traditional foodways into the modern era and 

ensuring that they survive for generations to come. Bees are an important aspect of ensuring 

foodways continue, as they ensure that plants get pollinated on farms, in gardens, and in 

orchards. Without honeybees, the economy collapses along with food systems. Harry Fulton is a 

beekeeper in Noxubee County who ensures that bees will continue to be present in the 

environment, benefitting everyone. He started beekeeping as a hobby in 1975 before 

transitioning to commercial production in 1983 (Fulton). His hobby came naturally as Mr. Harry 

was employed by the Mississippi Department of Agriculture as the State Entomologist and State 
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Apiary Inspector for almost four decades (Fulton). During his career he was a member of the 

Mississippi Beekeepers Association and served as the Secretary and Treasurer. After retirement 

he became a member of the Russian Honey Bee Breeders Association (Fulton).  

 

Figures 25 & 26: Mr. Harry dispensing honey into gallon containers (R. Calloway) 

 

Mr. Harry was working in the early 1980s when hives started to collapse due to the 

accidental introduction of a parasitic mite (Fulton). The mite spread quickly because of 

migratory beekeepers (Fulton). The European strains of bees in America were susceptible to the 

effects of the mite, which weakens the hive, and colony collapse was happening across the 

United States. In the late 1990s Russian bees were brought to a laboratory in Baton Rouge by the 

USDA, in cooperation with Russian scientists (Danka et. al. 746). The Russian bees from the far 

eastern Primorsky Territory of Russia had been exposed to the mites since at least 1952 (746). 

They were found to have developed a resistance to the mites by evolving to groom one another, 

thereby removing the mites (Fulton). Mississippi was one of the places that field trials were 

conducted to ensure that the Russian bees would thrive out of the lab, and thrive they did. When 
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Mr. Harry retired in 2011, he put all his efforts into ensuring that the eighteen lines of Russian 

bees the USDA brought to America were protected for future generations (Fulton). Mr. Harry is 

personally responsible for maintaining two of the eighteen genetically pure lines of Russian 

honeybees (Fulton). Each year he sends some of his queens for genetic testing at the USDA lab 

to ensure that no other feral honeybees have crossed in with his protected strains (Fulton). 

Through Mr. Harry’s efforts to preserve genetically pure lines of Russian honeybees in Noxubee 

County, he is contributing to global food security. The pure strains that Mr. Harry and a few 

other beekeepers are maintaining could be used for future honeybee crosses to address other 

introduced pests, diseases, and unanticipated consequences of global climate change. 

Today Mr. Harry produces honey for sale locally at Tem’s Food Market, for individual 

sale, and bulk sales. He is one of only fifteen certified Russian bee breeders in the US (Fulton). 

He sends queens to beekeepers all over the country, including traveling apiarists who ensure the 

pollination of our food crops across America (Fulton). He teaches workshops for other 

beekeepers, passing on his knowledge, and he is teaching his grandson about the business 

(Fulton). In the spring Mr. Harry will place his hundreds of hives in the woods and swamps all 

over the county to feed on wildflowers. Come summer though, as wild sources disappear, Mr. 

Fulton cooperates with local farmers to place his hives around soybean and cotton fields 

(Fulton). Cotton is Noxubee County’s biggest cash crop. While the cotton plant can self-

pollinate, they produce much larger cotton bolls when they have the help of insect pollinators 

(Fulton). His bees stay fed, the farmers have a more robust crop, and the residents of Noxubee 

County have access to high-quality local honey.  
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Figure 27: Mr. Harry’s hives under a tree (R. Calloway); Figure 28: An old house used as a workshop for hives (R. Calloway) 

 

Figure 29: Hives in a Noxubee County agricultural field (R. Calloway) 

 

Like many Noxubee Countians, Russ Garner grew up around big gardens. After many 

years without a garden, he has gotten back into cultivation, in part to be able to pass down the 

traditions he grew up with. Mr. Russ is deeply committed to his community. He is a Research 

Associate for the Southern Rural Development Center at Mississippi State University Extension 

and dedicates his free time to a group of Noxubee Countians who are trying to breathe new life 

into their towns. The group is comprised of volunteers, county officials, and city mayors who are 

collaborating with outside advisors who specialize in revitalizing small town America’s 

downtowns (Garner). His garden offers a tangible way to help the community by ensuring 
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foodways traditions continue. Mr. Russ has had to teach himself certain skills, since many 

members of the older generation in his family are gone, but there are other abilities that have 

come back quickly (Garner). Mr. Garner grew up on a dairy farm, so having cows and chickens 

comes naturally. His great-nephew is not quite school age and loves to come visit him and his 

wife. They see their small farm as a useful way to pass on knowledge: “We're wanting him to 

grow up knowing where the stuff comes from” (Garner). Mr. Russ cans everything from his 

garden, including okra. His wife makes plum jelly and they are experimenting with flash freezing 

peppers to store them. They grow their own elephant garlic that originates from some that Mr. 

Russ found growing beside the road (Garner). Most recently, they bought bushels of corn from a 

local farmer to put up and they shucked it all with their family there to help and learn (Garner). 

Mr. Russ’s family is testament to the dedication that people in Noxubee County have to passing 

on their foodways, even if they have to learn a few things to do it. 

The most tangible proof of efforts to pass on foodways became evident during the 

summers of 2020 and 2021, when the supplies needed for canning were almost impossible to 

find (Henley). Even Tem’s had a hard time keeping them in stock (Reed). News reports 

threatening widespread food shortages reminded many people that they either knew how to grow 

a garden and preserve food, or that they had a family member who could teach them. There are 

many people in Noxubee County who have continued to practice these foodways, or were able to 

quickly pick them back up when it appeared food security might be threatened. The efforts of 

home gardeners, along with Tem’s Food Market’s unconventional efforts to acquire products, 

meant that food and knowledge were both in ready supply in the county when the rest of the 

world was in a panic.  
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 One of the people who was prepared for the pandemic was Melissa Thompson. She has 

had a garden and put up food most of her life. She started as a young girl with her mother and ten 

siblings. Money was always tight for them, so putting food up was a necessity. Her Euro-

American family has always canned, butchered hogs, raised chickens, and practiced rural 

foodways (Thompson). Today she cans tomato sauce, corn, green beans, pickles, pear relish, 

peas, butter beans, and numerous other vegetables. Her husband grows Rattlesnake Pole Beans, a 

flat Italian bean, Blue Lake beans, and a variety of peppers. They go to farms to pick their own, 

and they buy in bulk from local farms. In the summer of 2020, Ms. Melissa had already put up, 

“seventy-five pounds of tomatoes, a case of bell peppers, a case of squash, a case of zucchini, 

okra, a case of pickles, fifty-two pints of string beans, two bushels of peas, a bushel of butter 

beans, a case of peaches, two gallons of figs, two gallons of blackberries, a gallon of blueberries 

to make jelly with” (Thompson). Ms. Melissa has two freezers, one for meat and one for 

vegetables, along with a whole room dedicated to shelves for her canned goods. She plans her 

grocery budget knowing that she will not have to buy most vegetables: “I cannot remember the 

last time I bought a can of vegetables in the grocery store” (Thompson). She freezes a special 

mixture of vegetables she calls “soup starter” that she learned from her grandmother: corn, 

tomatoes, okra, peas, and butterbeans (Thompson). It was something that could be pulled from 

the freezer quickly to be thrown in a pot with meat and broth to make a soup.  
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Fig. 30: Rattlesnake pole beans (R. Calloway); Fig. 31: Canned string beans (R. Calloway); Fig. 32: Pickles (R. Calloway) 

 

When Ms. Melissa was a teenager, she lived with her aunt and uncle one county over in 

Louisville, Mississippi. Her Louisville family taught her about community canning, since 

canners were expensive. One farmer had a canning press and the community paid in produce or 

meat to use the machine (Thompson). She has held onto her family pickle crock to make 

naturally fermented pickles. Some of the recipes she learned from the older generation are not as 

safe as the methods today, but she is passing on the safer traditions (Thompson). She has raised 

her daughter with the tradition of canning and Ms. Melissa belongs to an online canning group 

where she passes on a lifetime of knowledge to those who come to learn (Thompson). Food 

traditions that are second nature to Ms. Melissa are uncharted territory for many. During the 

pandemic she saw u-pick farms cleaned out by a whole new generation of canners who 

understood for the first time something that Ms. Melissa has known her whole life: food security 

is invaluable.  

 Ms. Patricia Calloway, who lives next door to Ms. Melissa, taught her grandchildren the 

traditional food preservation methods during the pandemic. There was an urgency to her passing 

down foodways during June 2020, as she had already lost a number of people in her small 
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community to Covid-19. Cling peaches came in season at the beginning of June, so Ms. Patricia 

bought forty pounds to process down into jam and frozen peaches. She weighs the peaches, 

knowing that three pounds will make four jars of jam (P. Calloway 6/2/20). Then she cold shocks 

the peaches after blanching them so that their skins peel easily (see figs. 33-35). She cuts the 

peaches into slices. While she slices, she looks for bad spots on the peach: “I was taught you 

don’t put a bad piece in there because it could ruin the whole jar” (P. Calloway 6/2/20). At this 

point she either mixes the peaches with sugar to freeze them for later use, or she gathers together 

all her ingredients for jam so that she is ready. She starts by rinsing her jars and putting them in a 

hot water bath. Next, she cooks the peaches: “I always use something other than a metal spoon. 

The metal reacts with the sugar of the fruit and can ruin the taste” (P. Calloway 6/2/20). She 

brings the peaches to a rolling boil while constantly stirring. She adds her sugar and continues to 

stir. As soon as all the sugar is absorbed, she adds her pectin, which only takes a minute to cook. 

She puts her jam in four pint jars, caps them, and then puts them in a hot water bath. Any 

leftovers are saved for biscuits in the morning, which is a family tradition: “My parents loved 

peaches. Whenever we would go to visit my grandmother in South Carolina we would come 

back with bushels and bushels of peaches. As many as would fit in the car” (P. Calloway 6/2/20).  

 

Fig. 33-36: Bushels of peaches being blanched, cold shocked, and peeled (R. Calloway) 
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Fig. 37-39: Peaches cut, cooked, and jars of peach jam with extra for morning (R. Calloway) 

 

Fig. 39-41: Peaches sliced for freezing, frozen for later use, and made into peach cobbler (R. Calloway) 

 When there is an abundance of summer squash, or there are some that are about to go by, 

Ms. Patricia pickles them for later. She needs twelve squash for a batch of squash pickles. She 

uses a mandolin to slice them. She cuts two or three Spanish onions, depending on their size, in 

half and then uses the mandolin to slice them. The squash, onions, two diced bell peppers, and 

pimentos are left to stand with two tablespoons of salt to draw out excess water. Meanwhile, Ms. 

Patricia brings vinegar, sugar, salt, celery seeds, and mustard seeds to a boil. She drains the 

squash mix before adding it to the boiling vinegar, which will stop boiling. She allows the 

vinegar to reach the boiling point once again, then she turns the mixture off to start filling jars. 

She fills the jars with the squash first, then pours the remaining liquid over them. One batch will 

make six pints. She reminds her grandchildren who the recipe comes from: “My mother got it 

from Ms. Misso. It says it right there. People’s recipes would be well known and you’d hear 

‘You have to get Miss So-and-So’s chocolate pie recipe. It’s real good” (P. Calloway 6/9/20). 
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The names and stories attached to recipe cards keep alive and present the memory of women 

from earlier generations. 

 

Fig. 32-44: Sliced ingredients for squash pickles, bringing the squash to a boiling point, and squash pickles canned (R. Calloway)  

 

In July of 2020 Ms. Patricia put up dozens of quart bags of fresh peas, which are brought 

to a boiling point (parboiled) and then allowed to cool before freezing. She bought bushels of 

shelled lady peas, brown crowders, cream zippers, pink-eye purple hull peas, and speckled 

butterbeans. Ms. Patricia remembered when the first shellers were in stores, but they would mash 

up the peas (P. Calloway 7/24/20). They got better over time and became more widespread. 

Shellers are still produced today in Laurel, Mississippi, just two hours south of Noxubee County 

(Roto-Fingers). Ms. Patricia showed her grandchildren how to sort through the peas before 

cooking them, looking for hard peas or bits of detritus to remove. 



 Calloway 59 
 

 

Figure 44-47: Sheller at Birmingham Farmer’s Market, fresh peas being sorted, par-boiled peas bagged for freezing (R. Calloway) 

 

 Ms. Patricia was excited to find field corn to buy from a local farmer, since she had not 

seen it for years since fewer and fewer people cook it anymore (P. Calloway 7/24/20). Field corn 

is the same corn that farmers stored for silage to feed the cows and dried to be ground into flour. 

Today it is still used to feed livestock, or dried to be sold on the commodities exchange. The corn 

is not sweet at all, but has a savory flavor similar to cornbread. Field corn is cut off the cob while 

it is still fresh, allowing the milk from the corn to create a thickening liquid that helps everything 

caramelize when cooked in a skillet with butter. Field corn looks similar to creamed corn when it 

is cooked, but instead of each bite being blown out by sweetness, the flavor of the corn shines 

through. Ms. Patricia preserves field corn by cutting it off the cob and then cooking it slowly in 

the oven, neutralizing the enzymes in the corn before freezing it in storage bags (P. Calloway 

7/24/20). It is a method she learned from a friend. This allows the corn to be stored for longer 

periods of time without degrading in quality. 
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Figure 48-50: Truck offloading corn at Tom Soya Grain Co., grain elevator loading barge with corn, dried corn (R. Calloway)  

 

 

Figure 51-53: Bags of field corn and forty-pound boxes of sweet potatoes, shucked field corn, and cut field corn (R. Calloway) 

 

Ms. Patricia bought two hundred and fifty ears of corn, which is five bushels, from a farm 

in Choctaw County that sells locally out of the back of their truck. Aaron Stovall, who owns Dry 

Bottom Farms, started selling field corn in 2019 because he had been encouraged to do so 

(Stovall). He started selling at noon on a hot July day and after twenty minutes he had sold half 

of the three thousand ears he brought. He said that mostly older people buy it from him, but he 

was happy to hear that Ms. Patricia’s purchase was going to feed her child and grandchildren 

(Stovall). The whole Calloway family spent the afternoon shucking and cutting corn that would 

go into many meals to come.  
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Figure 54-56: Mayhew Tomato Farm sells peas, Aaron Stovall sells field corn, and Birmingham Farmer’s Market (R. Calloway) 

 

 The practice of buying vegetables and fruit in bulk is still widely practiced in Noxubee 

County. Everywhere from farmers markets to Tem’s Food Market sells food by the case or 

bushel. Most residents have to buy enough to allow trips to the store to be spaced out. Fast food 

only recently became an option. McDonald’s and Taco Bell are recent additions on the highway, 

but most people still prefer food that is made locally if it isn’t made at home. There are two 

Mexican restaurants in the county, one of which was opened by a woman who has deep roots in 

the county and her husband who is from Mexico. The Wagon Wheel is a restaurant serving a 

blue-plate style lunch that is owned and operated by Trailboss Trailers, who manufacture trailers 

there on site. There are a few small carryout places, such as Foote’s in Macon which is an 

African American owned business that has been in operation for decades. Up the highway in 

Brooksville there is the Ole Country Bakery run by the Mennonite community. It has become the 

gathering spot for old men, the lunch crowd, and passing tourists alike. The Bakery, as locals call 

it, specializes in sweet pastries and sandwiches on fresh baked bread. People in Noxubee County 

prefer to spend their money at restaurants owned by community members who are invested in 
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the quality of their product, rather than fast food restaurants where locals complain that the food 

is poorly made and the service is terrible. 

Entrepreneurs like Jennifer Guy, owner of Jenn’s Custom Cakes in Brooksville, have 

emerged to fill the combined need for convenience and a local cake baker. Ms. Jennifer was born 

and raised in Noxubee County, so buying a custom cake from her helps support local foodways. 

As part of the Henley family (Mr. Eddie is her uncle), Ms. Jennifer is driven to go above and 

beyond for her customers, most of whom are part of her community. Her cakes are made from 

scratch. She cooks her caramel icing the old-fashioned way, which takes more time, but the 

results speak for themselves (Guy). The interesting thing about Ms. Jennifer’s baking is that she 

is self-taught. Her mother is a wonderful cook, but as a single mother who worked multiple jobs, 

she was often not available (Guy). Ms. Jennifer took on the job of learning to cook for her 

younger siblings, but with no-one to show her how, the meals were often simple (Guy). Now that 

her mother has retired, she is teaching her grandchildren her recipes. Ms. Jennifer finds it funny 

when her daughters know how to make family recipes when she does not, but she is grateful that 

these beloved traditions are being passed on (Guy). 

 

Figure 57: Ms. Jennifer’s caramel cake (R. Calloway) 
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When Ms. Jennifer is baking she will keep the youngest out of the kitchen for safety, but 

she has begun showing her children the tips and tricks she perfected to make the most delicious 

cakes. Her family believes in her and her cousin, Mayor Henley, has tried to convince her to 

open a shop in downtown Brooksville. As the oldest sibling still living in the community, there 

are many responsibilities that pull her in different directions. Between caring for her children, 

remote schooling through the pandemic, caring for her father, checking in with her mother, and 

finishing up remote classes through Mississippi State, she wasn’t sure investing in a brick and 

mortar business works for her right now. In spite of the stress that comes with a big family, she 

extolls its virtues, as well. When she cooks, she makes enough for her whole family and her 

mother and sisters do the same for her. On the day she was interviewed, three of Ms. Jennifer’s 

daughters were at her mother’s house learning to make the Henley family’s cornbread dressing. 

They make it for special occasions and Father’s Day was the next day. Ms. Jennifer stressed the 

importance of community relationships through the pandemic, as in-person support moved to 

Facebook messages and prayer groups when people were sick or had passed away (Guy).  

Hunting and fishing are crucial elements of Noxubee County foodways. It was safe to 

participate in these activities during the pandemic, allowing community connections to continue.  

The high-quality protein from wild game and fish have provided nutrition and food security for 

families, all while stretching their budgets. Deer was scarce in Mississippi at one time due to a 

lack of game management, and their numbers diminished to only twelve hundred in the state by 

1930 (McKinley et al.). Small game such as quail, doves, squirrels, rabbits, turkeys, and 

raccoons were the most common quarry for Noxubee County hunters into the 1950’s. Every year 

Ms. Patricia’s father put up a few hundred quail in the freezer (P. Calloway 12/11/19). Her 

mother used them to make meals of fried quail throughout the year. Michael Calloway’s 
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grandmother taught him her special trick for cooking squirrel meat. She used a pressure cooker 

for ten to fifteen minutes to tenderize the meat before making squirrel stew or fried squirrel: 

“Squirrels have some of the finest tasting meat around because their diet consists mostly of nuts. 

The challenge is finding a way to cook them so they are tender, instead of tough and stringy. She 

had perfected her method for making squirrels into an amazing meal” (M. Calloway). Mr. 

Michael’s grandmother passed on the tradition of fishing as well. She taught her son to fish in the 

creeks year-round, so they had fresh fish on a regular basis:  

When I was growing up, we always had our freezer stocked with loads of crappie we 

caught in the spring, along with catfish and bluegill. My father used the fish we caught to 

put on a fish fry at our house for all his coworkers at the Department of Human Services 

every year. He was a Social Worker. We always made sure to have ketchup and hot sauce 

on the table. The first year we had the fish fry we made the mistake of only having 

ketchup out on the table. It’s what we grew up eating with our fried fish in the white 

community, but most of my dad’s coworkers were African American. They grew up 

using hot sauce on their fish. Thankfully, we had some in the house, so my mom ran and 

got some. It was no big deal. Everybody laughed and it became the running joke at every 

fish fry after that. I don’t know why we had two ways of eating fish, but I guess it’s just 

differences in how your parents taught you to eat them (M. Calloway).   

Small game and fish continue to be important food sources in the county, but the success of deer 

reintroduction efforts in the last sixty years have caused a shift in the hunting culture.  

Large game animals have become more prolific in recent years. Deer numbers in the state 

have increased from twelve hundred in 1930 to 1.75 million today (McKinley et al. and 

“MDWFP Deer Program”). The wild hog population is hard to estimate due to how quickly hogs 
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reproduce. Mississippi hunters harvested over two-hundred thousand wild hogs in 2019 alone, 

which hints at their population size (Backs 2).  In the 1970s Russian wild boars were introduced 

in Noxubee County by a large landowner for the purpose of hunting (M. Calloway). Mr. Michael 

fills his freezers with wild boar and deer meat, involving his kids in hunting and processing the 

animals into steaks, roasts, ground meat, sausage, and bone broth. (M. Calloway). Population 

management is a problem for the county, since deer and hogs are so plentiful that hunters cannot 

keep numbers down by meeting their own family’s needs alone. It has long been common 

practice to pass on extra meat so that it does not go to waste: 

I remember a four-hundred-pound boar that my dad got when I was a kid. He decided he 

would give it away to a local African American family that he knew. It took four men, 

my dad included, to carry that boar and I followed him into the house. The entire 

extended family was assembled to process this boar. They had newspaper covering the 

dining room table where my dad and the three other men put the boar. They went to work 

immediately and said nothing would be wasted. My dad and I headed out, but I still have 

that image of multiple generations of an entire family preparing to process this huge pig 

on top of their table in their dining room (M. Calloway) 

Hunters are urged to kill any hogs they see, but Noxubee Countians have a tradition of eating 

what they kill. Wild game processors in the county have signup sheets for non-hunters who want 

deer or hog meat (M. Calloway). When their name comes up, they only need to pay the regular 

processing fee and they go home with the meat from a donated deer or hog. The system of meat 

sharing keeps numbers in check, allows hunters to drop off animals for others when their own 

freezers are full, ensures that no animals are wasted, and makes high-quality wild game an 

affordable option that is accessible to everyone.  
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The whole Noxubee County community participates in hunting, whether Euro-American, 

African American, Choctaw, or Mennonite. Public hunting land on the Sam D. Hamilton 

Noxubee National Wildlife Refuge have ensured that everyone can harvest wild game and fish, 

regardless of membership to a hunting club or access to private land. The prevalence of wild 

game and fish in Noxubee County’s foodways likely plays a role in the positive health outcomes 

reported by ARC. Wild game meat has less fat and more protein, vitamins, and minerals than 

domestically raised meat (Cordain 186 and Strazdiņa et al. 375). Research has shown that the 

diets of wild game animals produces meat with a better ratio of omega 6 to omega 3 fatty acids, 

which is known to improve heart health and lower inflammation in the body (Strazdiņa et al. 

375). Game meat contains cancer inhibitors and has positive effects on inflammatory and 

coronary diseases, all indicators that ARC listed as unexpectedly positive in Noxubee County 

(ARC 8). When the residents of the county share game meat with one another as part of their 

foodways, they are doing more than making connections in the community, they are also sharing 

vitality.   

Noxubee County is so much more than individuals supporting one another; they have 

built systems over generations that care for the community as a whole. As ARC discovered when 

they looked at the positive health outcomes in the county: “In Noxubee County, Mississippi, at 

least a half-dozen programs provide food to low-income children at churches and community 

centers year-round. Churches also provide afterschool food programs for low-income children” 

(ARC 11). Dr. Yvette Roby is part of a generation who grew up in Noxubee County, left the 

county to pursue careers, and are coming back to help however they can. Dr. Roby grew up in 

the Bigbee Valley community and knows that there are many people who are not able to travel to 

the food pantries that are farther away, especially those that are in other counties (Roby). She 
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aims to fill the gap in parts of Noxubee County that have been underserved. The United Way has 

helped Dr. Roby get her church’s food pantry off the ground, but she has plans to expand it 

(Roby). She founded the non-profit Hope Family Enrichment Center in 2020. Dr. Roby has a 

board that is made up of other people who are educated and have successful careers, but grew up 

in Noxubee County or similar communities (Roby). She has already bought a piece of land 

abutting her church in Bigbee Valley and has placed a building there that she and her husband 

are renovating in their spare time. Her goal is to start a community center there that will house an 

after-school program, peer mentoring, a program for elderly residents, and a commissary (Roby). 

She wants to start a community garden, which is something she learned the value of from her 

teacher, Ms. Vera Taylor (Roby). She remembers going to see Ms. Vera’s garden and learning 

about growing fresh vegetables from her (Roby). It is evident that the relationships built between 

knowledge keepers like Ms. Vera and younger generations have made positive change possible. 

There are also programs through the Mississippi State University Extension in Noxubee 

County that aim to address hunger, while giving school-aged kids the opportunity to learn about 

foodways. Crayton Coleman is the Extension Agent for Noxubee County. His wife grew up in 

Brooksville and he is from Kemper County originally, which is another Appalachian county that 

borders Noxubee. He collaborates with the 4-H Club to lead a cooking program. Some of the 

kids from this program placed first in a recent competition (Coleman). There is a ServSafe 

program at the Extension office to provide community members with the training they need to 

get jobs in the culinary industry (Coleman). There is even a Master Gardener Program that 

exchanges education for volunteering hours in the community (Coleman). Mr. Crayton helps 

local kids enrolled in the Youth Loans through the USDA go through the process of buying 

calves, raising them, and selling them (Coleman). Participants will either use family land to raise 
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their calves, use part of their loan to rent land from locals, or some have been given land access 

for free (Coleman). It is a way for local children to become entrepreneurs and learn the skills 

needed for farming. There are local youth who have been able to use the program to create very 

profitable businesses even before leaving high school. 

The Extension office helps support other programs in the county aimed at providing food 

security. The Commodity Supplemental Food Program in Noxubee County provides boxes of 

food to low-income senior citizens. Mr. Crayton acts as a back-up to ensure that the program 

happens even when the woman who runs it is out of town (Coleman). The box that was given out 

in July of 2021 included two boxes of rice and corn cereal, a two pound block of American 

cheese, two pounds of white rice, a twenty-four ounce can of beef, a forty-two ounce bag of 

powdered milk, a sixty-four ounce container of orange juice, one pound of Great Northern beans, 

one pound of red kidney beans, one pound of pinto beans, one pound of raisins, a ten ounce bag 

of chicken, a can of tomato sauce, a can of unsweetened applesauce, a can of peaches, a can of 

spinach, and a can of sweet potatoes (Coleman). The commodity box provides seventeen 

thousand, six hundred calories to the monthly diets of senior citizens. 

 

Figure 58: Contents of commodity box (R. Calloway) 
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Programs aimed at helping children learn about foodways have been especially 

successful. A garden program was started during the pandemic to reach out to kids in the 

community who were stuck at home. It was spearheaded by Katherine and Landis Mickens, 

lifelong Noxubee County residents who volunteer with the MSU Extension. Katherine Mickens 

is the social worker at Noxubee General Hospital and helped start the Healthy Noxubee County 

Coalition (Barbour 5, ARC 83). The Mickenses, the Healthy Noxubee County Coalition, and the 

Extension planted gardens inside recycled seed containers that were donated by local farmers 

(Coleman). Volunteers brought all the supplies to participating children’s homes, and with the 

help of their families the program was a huge success. People who were feeling scared and 

isolated at home were flooded with pictures of fresh vegetables and proud kids on the 

Extension’s Facebook page. Not only was it a light during a dark time, but Mr. Crayton was also 

struck by the number of grandparents who got involved and were teaching their grandchildren 

about foodways for the first time (Coleman). 

In a county where families are multigenerational, it is important to help all members of 

the family. Everyone understands that children are the future, so special care has been taken to 

provide nutritious food for them. On August 12, 2021 a Noxubee County school administrator 

gave an interview about the meals provided for students: “We are a district that’s one hundred 

percent free and reduced lunch. We’re a title one district, so the lunch is free for all students.” At 

a time when schools across America are outsourcing their food-service, Noxubee County schools 

have doubled down on providing meals that are cooked on site: “They don’t have a 

microwaveable dinner. Our students get real prepared meals.” Weekly menus in the school 

district put to shame even well-funded schools. Many of their entrees mirror the traditional 

foodways of Noxubee County with entrées such as Swiss steak and tomato gravy, baked pork 
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chops, Cajun catfish, chicken spaghetti, turkey and dressing, and baked ham. The vegetable 

options are specific to the county as well: collards, southern mustard greens, southern turnip 

greens, cowpeas and beans of every variety, sweet potatoes, baked potatoes, and corn on the cob. 

Many of the food service workers are “mothers and grandmothers who have cooked for years.” 

The local high school has a greenhouse that the Agricultural program is working on 

getting up and running to provide vegetables directly to the cafeteria. In the meantime, students 

in the Agricultural program were given everything to start a container garden at home. The 

school district had to get creative during the Covid-19 pandemic. Many students live out in rural 

locations and could not get to the school to pick up lunch. Understanding that some students rely 

on that meal, Noxubee County buses were loaded up with meals and they would drive out to 

students. Meals were handed out by staff and delivered to students across the county. Noxubee 

County schools ensure that their students stay fed, even making a hot meal of baked chicken, 

mashed potatoes, and green beans every Friday evening for the football players who do not have 

time to get home for a meal before the game. The cafeteria staff care so much about the students 

that the high school even had a woman come out of retirement to cover staff shortages in the 

kitchen at the height of the pandemic. The children of Noxubee County receive much love and 

caring through these delicious meals and staff who ensure that they do not go hungry. What 

Noxubee County has done for their youngest residents is exceptional.  

Children are full of hope and easy to love, but it is how the county treats its members 

most marginalized by the system that says everything. Jackee Sherrod is the Jail Administrator 

and has been working at the facility since 1998. She is one of the women who ensures that even 

the inmates at the Noxubee County Jail, currently all men, are well cared for through food. The 

cook for the county jail, Brenda Pope, has grown up in the community. She makes meals that are 
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familiar to the men who are mostly from the county, dishes such as baked pork chops, fried 

chicken, greens, peas, mashed potatoes, macaroni and cheese, “just the average meal” (Sherrod). 

While this may be commonplace to the residents of Noxubee County, it is remarkable and not 

the norm for most prison systems. Ms. Brenda plans her meals based on the weekly circular from 

Tem’s Food Market, which often has deals that cannot be matched even by food service 

distributors (Sherrod). She’ll shop at Tem’s for the milk, eggs, bread, and produce to feed up to 

thirty men (Sherrod). The county jail did not go without during the Covid-19 pandemic, since 

many of the items that distributors were no longer able to provide Ms. Brenda was able to get at 

Tem’s (Sherrod). The inmates will compliment the food even after they’ve left: “A lot of the 

inmates that have been here when I've seen them in the streets [say], ‘I’d rather be there than 

anywhere else” (Sherrod). It’s not hard to understand why former-inmates would feel that way. 

Ms. Brenda makes sure that the men have a holiday meal on Thanksgiving and Christmas, even 

making cornbread dressing (Sherrod). Ms. Jackee says that food is a part of rehabilitating men 

who end up at the county jail: “Our goal is to treat others the way we want to be treated….How 

can we tell the men that there’s hope unless we show them that there IS hope?” (Sherrod).  

For a county that has seen so much painful history, the stories that emerge from the 

foodways speak about the triumph of community connections and love. Noxubee County has far 

to go, but it is important to look back and see where they have been. The county has seen the 

Native Americans pushed off their land, only to bring in a system of slavery that extracted 

wealth to absentee owners (Hilliard 25-26). A war was fought to ensure that wealthy outsiders 

were able to continue making money off the backs of enslaved Africans, but it was mostly poor 

subsistence farmers in Noxubee County who paid with their lives in the war for a system they 

could not afford to benefit from. There was so much anger, struggle, strife in the years following 
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the war. It was easy to point the finger of blame at one another, since the real culprits weren’t 

there to point at once they sold their plantations and moved on to extract wealth somewhere else. 

It is a story told again and again in Appalachia, communities controlled by outside investors who 

create divisions along racial, cultural, and nationality lines. It seems to be human nature to utilize 

the oldest trick in the book: divide and conquer. There is no denying that Noxubee County has 

experienced ugliness, and yet something wholly unique and beautiful has emerged.  

From the outside it can be baffling to see widespread poverty coexist with an 

interconnected foodways system. Without knowing the history, it is hard to understand how 

Noxubee County has managed to support so many incredible programs for their elderly residents, 

their children, and even the men who end up at the county jail. The county may seem to be, "a 

riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma," but the answer is quite simple (Churchill). 

Outside forces may have ruled over Noxubee County at one time, but once they left it was only a 

matter of time before Appalachian values expressed through their foodways won out.  

The stories of Noxubee County transcend the mold that was created for them by outside 

forces. Instead of stories defined by divisions, the county is a testament to the power of 

connections across cultural, racial, and religious lines. Euro-American farmers worked side-by-

side with African American farmers, Mennonites provided meals for African American laborers, 

and gardeners of all ethnicities shared seeds and knowledge with each other. Simple acts of 

kindness lead to bigger changes: store owners who have prioritized serving the community over 

maximizing profits, African American cooks nurturing inmates of all ethnicities by giving them 

hope and dignity through food, a Euro-American teacher sharing nature and gardening with 

African American students, the whole community cooperating to teach the next generation and 

new arrivals about foodways of the county, a school system that dedicated itself to distributing 
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meals to children in remote areas during the pandemic, and educated African Americans 

returning to their communities to help provide for families and the next generation. One African 

American family left tenant farming and saw a member of the next generation become Mayor of 

their town. 

It would be impossible to explain how small kindnesses led to meaningful changes 

without acknowledging the role of women. As has been shown, it is women in Noxubee County 

who kept families fed, passed on family history through food, made inroads between 

communities that had been divided, gave hope to each new generation, and spoke the language 

of love through meals at grandma’s table. There is no greater story of resilience and triumph than 

the story of Appalachian foodways in Noxubee County. There is a saying that “the devil made 

small towns” and that can be true at times, but only in a small town could the community care for 

one another the way Noxubee Countians do. The Covid-19 pandemic exposed flaws in many 

places throughout the world, but in this poor rural Appalachian county it only revealed strength. 

Noxubee County’s foodways shone during the pandemic, once again keeping families well fed 

while the world panicked and faced shortages. There is much to learn from Noxubee County’s 

example as the next generation carries their foodways into the future.  

 

Figure 59: A typical Noxubee County meal during the abundance of summer (R. Calloway)
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