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Trying Mama’s Patience 

“It’s the merry-hearted boys that make the best men.” 
—Irish proverb 

 
While I was growing up, my parents and I had a very clear understanding of 
how things worked: I did what they told me and all was good in the world. 
If, however, I stepped out of those boundaries, there would be consequences 
(or in Daddy’s words, hell to pay). Actually Mama and Daddy weren’t all 
that strict with either my sister or me, but the lines were in the sand. We at 
all times had to be respectful to our elders; the words “ma’am” and “sir” 
along with “please” and “thank you” were a major part of our vocabulary. We 
had to keep our rooms clean, do chores around the house, pick those darn 
vegetables and fruits each summer, and keep the yard mowed and raked. 
These were typical expectations of parents in our hometown, and while we 
followed along, the sailing was smooth.  

When the seas got rough, though, which was not often, we knew 
Daddy could whip his belt off faster than a gunslinger could draw his six-
shooter. Mama’s favorite instruments of demonstrating her displeasure was 
either a flyswatter or a switch she’d get from a huge spirea that was planted 
in the side yard.  

Both of us were good kids, though, and rarely did it come to a 
spanking. And the times I did run afoul of the parental law, it wasn’t because 
of mean-spirited actions. My troubles were caused by my mouth operating 
before the synaptic vesicles could operate properly, and due to my deep sense 
of curiosity (or just plain nosiness, as Carrie would have said).  

One of the most comical memories of my childhood, which was not 
funny to me at all when it happened, occurred because of my poor speaking 
filter. I was about six years old and sitting on the living room floor watching 
television. Carrie and I were faithful viewers of The Secret Storm, Edge of 
Night, and Dark Shadows, but I was watching the TV by myself that day; for 
some reason, Carrie was off for the afternoon.  
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At some point Mama came into the room while I was entranced by a 
scene at Collinwood Mansion and asked me a question.  

Without taking my eyes off the screen, I told her in an exasperated tone 
and with the flip of a hand to “Hush! I can’t hear Barnabas.” I had a hard 
time as it was, being a little Cracker from Middle Georgia, understanding 
the English accent Barnabas spoke with, and here I had Mama interrupting 
in the middle of the episode. 

As soon as the words left my mouth, though, the survival instinct of 
prehistoric ancestors kicked in—where the hair on the back of your neck 
stands up because you sense there is a saber-toothed tiger just behind you. I 
jumped up and was out the screen door in a flash. I ran into the middle of 
our fenced yard jumping up and down, spinning in all directions, looking for 
a place to escape.  

And here comes the tiger, out the door just behind me.  
The only cover accessible was a hedge of large Formosa azaleas by the 

front of the house. I ran over to the bushes and wiggled through a little 
opening that our dog, Hobo, had made coming and going from underneath 
the shade. I squeezed my way to the brick foundation of the house next to 
the sweet old mutt, who looked up from the hole she’d dug and thumped 
her tail a few times in greeting. It would be the only friendly face I would see 
for a number of hours. 

Mama, meanwhile, had already broken off a switch from the bridal 
wreath bush. Its long, arching branches were perfect for wrapping around a 
little pair of skinny legs. And there she stood, just outside that opening. All I 
could see were pink capri pants and a pair of white espadrilles. “Come out of 
there right now, Mister!” she hissed at me through the bushes.  

I naively thought it might be possible to sweet-talk my way out of the 
predicament, something Daddy would try from time to time. “No, thank 
you, ma’am, I think I’ll just stay here with Hobo and visit for a while.”  

“I said get out of there this instant! DO NOT make me come in there 
after you!” She was mad, mad, mad. 

I realize now what I was thinking at the time, I just don’t know that my 
six-year-old brain processed it to mean You must be bat-crazy, lady. No way in 
hell am I willingly going to give you and that switch access to my backside. 

“Well, Mama, you go on back in the house and take a rest. I’ll just pet 
Hobo some more and I’ll be out die-reckly.” If people think I have a 
Southern accent as an adult, they should have heard my dialect as a child.  



At Rigdon’s fish ponds with my cane pole, spring of 1970

Mama at the King and Prince, 1968, with big hair and Ray-Bans



Aunt Hazel (left) and Mama, Christmas 1969
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The next thing I knew—to my horror—my mother had dropped down 
on her hands and knees and started crawling toward me, switch still in hand. 

I could not believe it; Mama was fastidious about her appearance, and 
she had just gotten her hair fixed that morning at Miss Kathy’s Beauty Shop. 
It was just like a scene in the movies when the evil dragon is outside and has 
someone cornered in a cave.  

Mama’s hair in those days was done in a large, round bouffant that 
encircled her head; before she went to bed at night, she wrapped it in a 
crown of toilet paper, secured with bobby pins, so to help the hairdo stay in 
place. When she tried to maneuver her way into the bushes, Miss Kathy’s 
helmet creation, shellacked with Adorn hairspray, got snagged on one of the 
azalea limbs. She was caught tight, with a large branch sticking right into 
the top of her hair, and that just threw fuel on the fire. She used some 
extremely colorful language as she tried to salvage her hairdo and disentangle 
herself from the bushes.  

When she’d finally backed out, she gave me the ultimate threat of 
Daddy. “You just wait till your father gets home, Mr. Smart Pants, and let’s 
see if you tell him to hush.” With that, she brushed off her knees and 
stomped back into the house, letting the screen door slam behind her, which 
was another standard no-no in our household. 

I’d never seen her so angry before.  
Fortunately, God gave me a break later that day as I sat and waited in 

my little Alamo. Daddy called the house to say he had to work late and 
would not be home until around midnight. Apparently, Mama got lonely, as 
she was apt to do when Daddy wasn’t home, and took pity on me. She let 
me back inside with nary a swat, and I even got some strawberry shortcake 
that night. We didn’t talk about that episode for years, and that was when 
she was far enough across the room so, if needed, I could sprint out the door 
and run into some bushes. 

Now another memorable episode happened a few years later, but in this 
case the rod was not spared from the child. 

Mama and I had made our first trip down to see Aunt Hazel and her 
new husband at their vacation home in Tarpon Springs, Florida. The drive 
to the Gulf Coast took us over six hours, and as soon as we arrived, I was 
antsy to get outside. After I had given a big hug to my aunt, and a 
handshake to Bert, I begged off to go exploring the neighborhood. Mama 
told me to be back in an hour so we could get ready to go out for dinner. As 
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I walked out the door, Bert warned me in front of Mama to not go down by 
the lake; it wasn’t safe because of the alligators and snakes. 

Now Uncle Bert was a Yankee from New York, and an engineer to 
boot. What did he know about dangerous reptiles? I grew up on the edge of 
a swamp and had caught baby alligators while bass fishing; I was adept at 
shooting water moccasins off willow trees in Aunt Polly’s ponds with my 
410 double barrel while drifting by in a johnboat.  

I just answered ,“Yes, sir,” and hightailed it out the door. 
I inherited a love of fishing from both my parents, and there is just 

something that attracts me to even just a little trickling stream. Before you 
could say, “Don’t go there,” I was down by the water’s edge, gazing into the 
shallows, watching the minnows dart in and out of the lily pad roots. I 
wandered over by the dam to check out the runoff water that spilled out into 
the woods, walked onto the dock and tried to get up close to some pelicans, 
found an old fishing pole, and looked for some crickets or grasshoppers to 
use as bait to fish with—and the sun was sinking low. Reality set in when I 
heard my name being called in the distance, and I looked up to see my uncle 
Bert yelling for me from across the lake. I was overcome with that deep 
sense of pure dread that only a young kid can get when he is caught, red-
handed, in the act of misbehaving.  

“Get in the back of the truck, fellow. Your Mama is worried sick; we’ve 
been looking for you for over an hour.” I did not know Bert that well, and as 
he was six-and-a-half feet tall, I did not want to cross him. I got into the 
truck without a word. When we arrived home, Mama was in a state; nervous 
by nature, it didn’t take much to get her worried, or, as Daddy described, 
“worked up.” 

“Where have you been? Are you alright? Look at you—you are covered 
in mud! Have you been down to that lake?” Her voice kept rising, and Aunt 
Hazel put her hand on Mama’s arm and said, “Now, Joyce, calm down, he’s 
fine,” which, of course, did not help one bit. When I didn’t answer Mama, 
she snatched me up by the back of my shirt and hauled me into the guest 
bedroom.  

With no access to a switch, and I guess too embarrassed to ask my aunt 
for her flyswatter, she pulled off one of her new sandals that she’d bought for 
the trip, ones with plastic daisies on the straps, and told me to bend over. 
Mama had a strong arm. She had been an ace baseball player when a kid, 
and could cast a rod and reel with a great deal of speed and accuracy. My 
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eleven-year-old rear-end was an easy target, and she hit it with all her might 
and a dead-on aim. Whap! Whap! Whap! The leather on those Sears & 
Roebuck sandals was getting a real workout, and I was howling. On about 
the fifth or sixth strike, though, the cowhide had been put through the test, 
and that shoe broke almost in two.  

Mama looked at her broken sandal, then at me, started crying, and 
grabbed me up in her arms and sat on the bed, telling me to never, ever scare 
her like that again. I think that was the last whipping I ever got from her, 
and one that we’d never forget. We laughed a lot about it after I grew up, 
and I would tease Mama that she was the only woman I’d ever heard of who 
could wear out a pair of shoes without even putting them on her feet.  

The rest of the trip was a real treat, and visiting my Aunt and Uncle 
became a favorite thing for me to do as I entered my teen years. They were 
great hosts and went out of their way to make us feel at home and 
comfortable. Bert enjoyed taking us out to dinner, and he and Aunt Hazel 
treated us to some wonderful times at a number of tremendous restaurants.  

One such spot that we would visit on each trip down would be Pappa’s. 
In the late 1800s, Greek sponge divers flocked to Tarpon Springs, which is 
known as “The Sponge Capital of the US,” and their descendants still 
comprise a large contingency of citizens in the area. One was Louis Pappas 
from Sparta, who came over in 1925 and opened what would become one of 
Florida’s most famous restaurants. He located it right on the water by the 
sponge docks. I was fascinated by the life-size statue of a sponge diver that 
Mr. Pappas had on display, and the original artwork that graced the walls. 
He was known for many dishes, one being his Greek salad, which was 
unusual because it was made with a dollop of potato salad resting in the 
middle of the traditional greens, olives, and feta. My favorite item to order 
was the locally caught red snapper stuffed with crabmeat. It would be served 
piping hot and swimming with butter; I can taste it as I write this line.  

We’d also drive over to the historic and Old-World inspired Columbia 
Restaurant in Tampa’s Ybor City. The smell of the fresh-baked Cuban 
bread would get my stomach growling as soon as we would walk in the door, 
and it was a grand experience to be served by the immaculate waiters in their 
black suits and bow ties. I remember having my first taste of gazpacho there; 
we never had cold tomato soup back home, and I was amazed by how much 
I enjoyed the explosive taste of the tomatoes and spices along with the 
course texture of the ground vegetables.  
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My favorite spot that my aunt and uncle would take us, though, was 
Clearwater’s Kapok Tree Inn, which was the most extravagantly decorated 
restaurant I’d ever seen. Named for an exotic kapok tree that was just outside 
its doors, this huge establishment could seat four hundred guests, and it was 
filled with potted palms, statues, Venetian mirrors, enormous crystal 
chandeliers, and boasted sets of formal gardens where you could stroll and 
relax while you waited on your table. The food was highly rated, but in an 
unusual juxtaposition, not formal or continental. While the interior looked 
like a palace, the menu was filled with items such as your basic fried Gulf 
shrimp—which I loved—steaks, seafood, and other fare you might find in a 
nice, upscale American restaurant. I’ll always remember those nights. 
Surrounded by loving family and in such a rich setting, they were magical to 
a young fellow from the country. 

Mama and Aunt Hazel both were caring and loving ladies, with hearty 
laughs and good humor, but at the same time no-nonsense and strong 
willed. Their food was as straightforward as they were; the big meal of the 
day, supper—or dinner to those in parts of the country outside the South—
was always a meat or fish, a starch, and a couple of fresh vegetables. A 
typical supper might be a platter of pork chops roasted with Vidalia onions, 
baked sweet potatoes, string beans, and some stewed squash along with a 
biscuit or piece of cornbread. A relish tray with sliced tomatoes, cucumbers, 
radishes, and green onions was a standard at each evening meal. We 
generally didn’t have desserts during the week; sweets were a weekend treat. 
Sunday dinners provided additional dishes, with usually two meats, such as a 
beef roast and fried chicken, and a couple of extra vegetables or casseroles, 
along with a cake or pie. Christmas and Thanksgiving were extensive buffets 
that showcased roasted fowl, a baked ham, ambrosia, pickled peaches, five or 
six vegetables and casseroles, and a table covered with desserts.  

I wanted to share a handful of recipes that were Mom’s and Aunt 
Hazel’s standards for the holidays that you might not readily have on hand. 
I’ve narrowed it down to three main dishes that were always served, 
regardless of what else was on the table, as well as one of my childhood 
favorites. I did not include here how to prepare a ham or bird; those two 
items are pretty basic in preparation. Mama chose to marinate her smoked 
ham or pork shoulder with a bottle of Coca Cola, wrap it in foil, and bake it 
in a slow oven; when it was done, she’d paste it with a brown sugar and 
mustard glaze. The bird, whether a turkey or capon, was rubbed with butter, 
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seasoned with salt and pepper, placed in a roasting pan with some onions 
and celery, and baked until golden. A rich gravy would be made from the 
pan drippings.  

The first staple always found on our holiday menu was, and still is, 
cornbread dressing. This dish is what I’d call “arch Southern” because it is a 
true food icon of this region. Neither Mama nor Aunt Hazel ever used sage 
in their dressing; instead, they filled it full of onions and celery. And while I 
say in several of my recipes it is alright to use good commercial stock, it’s not 
an option with dressing. You must use homemade chicken or pork stock; it 
is necessary to incorporate some of the fat into the dish to give the depth 
and flavor needed. Also, please use homemade cornbread and make certain it 
is not one of those boxed kinds that contain sugar. One final key is to add in 
real biscuits; some people say breadcrumbs or loaf bread is alright to use, but 
I disagree. If you don’t want to take the time to make your own biscuits, go 
to the drive-through at Kentucky Fried Chicken and buy some already 
made. The dressing can easily be put together ahead of time, refrigerated, 
and then cooked at the last minute. 

Cornbread Dressing 
Ingredients 
3 tablespoons unsalted butter, at room temperature 
1 9-inch pan of cornbread (about 6 cups crumbled) made with a good 

brand such as White Lily Cornmeal 
3 biscuits (about 2 cups crumbled) 
1 quart or so homemade chicken or pork stock, at room temperature 
2 cups chopped onion 
2 cups chopped celery 
3 large hard-boiled eggs, shredded with a fork 
2 eggs, slightly beaten 
½ teaspoon black pepper 
 
Instructions 
1. Preheat oven to 350 degrees F. 
2. Butter a 9-x-13 baking pan or large iron skillet with deep sides; it 

should be deep enough to hold 2½ quarts of dressing. Set aside. 
3. Crumble your cornbread and biscuits into a large mixing bowl. 
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4. Pour in half of the stock and mix together with a spatula, mashing 
until there are no lumps. Add additional stock until you get the 
consistency of a slightly soupy batter.  

5. Add the remaining ingredients and stir well to mix. 
6. Pour batter into the buttered dish; bake until the top turns a golden 

brown, about 50 to 55 minutes (the length of time will vary 
depending on the depth of the baking dish). The dressing is best 
served at once but can be covered with foil and reheated in a 300-
degree oven. 

 
Servings 
Serves 8 to 10 
 

* * * 
 

Mama only used two cookbooks that I can remember growing up. One was 
Better Homes and Gardens, with the red and white checkerboard cover, along 
with The Art of Southern Cooking, which was written by one of our neighbors. 
Mildred Evans Warren, known to me as “Miss Mildred,” lived across the 
street from us in Perry and wrote a weekly column, The Cook’s Nook, for the 
local paper. Over the years she collected a number of popular Southern 
recipes, and in 1967 compiled them into a wonderful book published by 
Doubleday & Company that garnered national attention. I still have Mama’s 
copy of The Art of Southern Cooking, and it is inscribed: “Happy Cooking, 
Joyce. It’s nice to autograph a book for my neighbor. Ever, Mildred Dec 
1969.” I remember Miss Mildred well; she was a sweet lady with a lilting 
voice who let me visit and play with her two English bulldogs, Winston and 
his aptly named companion, Clementine. 

The following recipe is one adapted from Miss Mildred’s book, and 
was one of Mama’s favorites. The result is a shiny, delicious confection. We 
ate sweet potatoes throughout the year. They were baked and served in their 
jackets with a little butter, sliced and roasted in the oven, or maybe mashed 
into a casserole. The candied ones here were special and usually reserved for 
the holidays. 

Unless you have a very large pot and can double the recipe, you may 
need to make two batches if feeding a large crowd. It is important not to 
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overcrowd the pan; if you break the potatoes while cooking, the glaze will 
not be as clear.  

Candied Sweet Potatoes 
Ingredients 
½ cup water 
1½ cups sugar 
Dash of salt 
4 medium-sized sweet potatoes of about the same circumference, 

peeled and sliced crosswise into 1- to 1½-inch-thick circles 
2 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted 
¼ scant teaspoon vanilla 
 
Instructions 
1. Mix the water, sugar, and salt in a large stockpot or Dutch oven; heat 

over medium-high, stirring, until sugar is dissolved.  
2. Add the potatoes one slice at a time, trying, if possible, to get them 

into a single layer. If you cannot, it is fine, but you’ll need to pay 
more attention to the cooking process. 

3. Cook uncovered on a steady simmer over medium heat for about 10 
minutes; the potatoes will start to shrink as they cook. If the potatoes 
are in layers, gently move the ones on top down into the pan, careful 
not to break them. 

4. Turn the potatoes over, again gently, so that the cooked bottoms are 
now facing upwards.  

5. Continue cooking for another 15 minutes or so until the potatoes are 
tender.  

6. Mix the butter and vanilla and pour over potatoes. Mix very gently. 
7. The potatoes should be a rich, dark, reddish orange color and the 

syrup a thick, clear glaze. 
8. Serve immediately. If not serving when finished, cover and reheat in 

a warm oven until hot. 
 
Servings 
Serves 4 
 




