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Originally written for the Media, Food & Foodways popular culture seminar, fall 2021.

Goulash (left) and buckeyes (right) represent two of my family’s intergenerational food heritage. 

 

Growing up I remember spending weekends 
baking or cooking with my grandmother. I also 

watched hours of food television programs with 
her. One of our favorites was watching Rachel 

Ray on the Food Network. I was aware that at 
one point my grandmother, or “Nana” as I like 

to call her, had owned a bar with my Papaw, my 
step-grandfather—and the only grandfather I 
have known on my mom’s side—called the 

Riverfront Saloon in Ecorse, Michigan. I also 
knew that she had owned a restaurant called 

Kim’s Country Kitchen (named after my mom) 

in the mid-size town of River Rouge, Michigan. 
Despite this, I did not quite understand the far-

reaching and multi-generational effect that food 
has had on my matriarchal lineage until I had a 

conversation with my mom about our family 
history.  

The first thing that made me realize the 
profound impact that food has had on my 

family’s heritage was when I learned about a 
third restaurant that was owned by my great-

grandmother (whom I have never met), Opal, 
and my great-step-grandfather. The Hilltop 
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was a restaurant that sat on the hill across 
Opal’s house in Kentucky. When she visited, my 

mom would spend her days there and talks 
about memories of growing up around this small 

diner. When my mom got older, Nana opened 
Kim’s Country Kitchen where my mom worked. 

“I would help prepare food, keep everything 
clean, and also serve,” my mom reminisces. I 

happen to remember one story where she 
dumped soup on a guy who was being extremely 

rude to her. Eventually, the restaurant closed, 
and my Nana had a new venture with my 
Papaw when they opened a bar. The food that 

was cooked at the two places differed. Kim’s 
Country Kitchen focused more on southern 

cuisine whereas the saloon featured bar food. 
The bar food served quality ingredients. My 

mom likes to single out the burger at the diner 
and swears by its quality. She recalls they also 

made fish fries that were sourced from Weyands, 
a quality, fresh fish market. The fish batter, one 

of their signature products, was homemade. My 
mom further notes how they did specials where, 
in the fall, they would make “hobo stew” in a 

large kettle that they would then serve.   

Naturally, my mom was surrounded by food for 
most of life. She talks about how she comes by 

her talents honestly and has never felt that 
cooking was difficult for her as she, in her own 

words, “learned from the best”. One of my 
mom’s favorite dishes from our family’s cooking 
tradition is biscuits and sausage gravy. There is 

not a known recipe for it, but it stands out as a 
special weekend breakfast with both the biscuits 

and gravy prepared from scratch. My mom also 
loved goulash. Goulash, my mom describes, is 

“happiness in a bowl” and the ultimate comfort 
dish. For her, it is a cross between lasagna and 

chili that my Nana would make during the fall 
and winter seasons. Because the household did 

not a lot of money, this dish was always special 
and a welcome break from spaghetti. 

My great-grandmother, Opal (right), and my grandmother 
(left) pose for a family portrait. 
 

While biscuits and gravy and goulash represent 

the finest of my family’s culinary heritage, it is 
the buckeye, a Christmas favorite, that bonded 

the generations together for many years. Our 
family’s buckeye recipe is different from any 

recipe my mom has ever looked at because it 
includes Rice Krispies. These Rice Krispies create 

a unique, crunchy texture. This dessert signifies 
togetherness and family for me and my mom. 
When my mom was younger, she spent time in 

the kitchen with my Nana making buckeyes at 
Christmas. When I was older—my mom and I 

would bake cookies together every year—this 
one was always one we did together because it 

was my favorite too. The family buckeyes truly 
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are a multi-generational tradition that celebrate 
togetherness in a family divided by the divorces 

of my grandparents.  

Food was a way for my grandparents to make a 
living. Now it is a way to connect. As Carlnita 

Greene and Janet Cramer rightly highlight in 
their book Food as Communication-
Communication as Food, the ritualistic and 
affective power of food cannot be overstated. I 
resonated with this by seeing my own family's 

journey with food and how our 
intergenerational recipes continue to project 

togetherness and the special feeling a meal can 
give. This reminds me of how, as Claude Fischler 

notes in his essay Food, Self and Identity, 
“cookery helps to give food and its eaters a place 

in the world, a meaning.” To me, this statement 
not only means that cooking gives meaning to 

food but that we can find meaning in cooking. I 
knew my mom agreed when she said, “I think 
it’s a common ground for a lot of people.”  

I cannot help but recognize that cooking is a 
large part of my mom’s identity. “I don’t have a 

lot of talents,” she remarks before telling me she 
is happy to be known for her cooking. Warren 

Belasco talks about this sentiment in his book 

Food: The Key Concepts where he discusses a 
triangle of convenience, identity, and 

responsibility to describe the relationship 
between these three ideas and food. I see a clear 

connection between identity and convenience in 
the foods that my mom and I discussed. The 

pillar of convenience relates to the goulash. For 
my mom, the goulash recipe was a welcome 

reprieve from spaghetti and chili, but it was also 
easy, and convenient to make. For the pillar of 

identity each of the family food traditions I 
described has contributed to the construction 
and upholding of who my mom is. For example, 

the biscuits and gravy recipe is a clear marker of 
her southern heritage. I reckon, through this 

recipe, she feels connected to her mom and her 
grandmother.  

I must, however, note how recipes can also be 

markers of difference between the cooking skills 
of my mom, grandmother, and great-
grandmother. My mom will proudly declare that 

she is “not a baker” though she thinks she is 
more well off now for spending that time at 

Christmas with my grandmother. “Without my 
mom’s help, I don’t know that I’d know how to 

make a stinking cookie. I mean I can cook food, 
but I am not a baker. I think I can even make a 

cake now,” she chuckled. Although she has 
grown as a baker, she still feels that bread is not 

in her wheelhouse. For my grandmother and my 
great-grandmother, the biscuits and gravy recipe 
was made using biscuits from scratch whereas 

my mom relies on a little help from Pillsbury.  

Personal memories are important in the 
development of identity and food. Whether it is 

baking cookies at Christmas, Sunday morning 
biscuits and gravy, or a cold winter’s day and a 
warm plate of goulash, these memories are as 

much connected with food as they are to my 
mom’s identity. In the end, the key takeaway I 

“Whether it is baking 

cookies at Christmas, 
Sunday morning biscuits 
and gravy, or a cold 
winter’s day and a warm 
plate of goulash, these 
memories are as much 
connected with food as 
they are to my mom’s 
identity” 
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had from engaging with layers of my family 
history is that recipes that one holds dear can be 

a marker of fond memories or one’s heritage. 
For some, food is a marker of togetherness. For 

others it is a symbol of ritual. For my mom, food 
is a symbol of her everyday lived reality. From 

spending her days as a child at The Hilltop to 

serving at my Nana’s restaurant to spending time 
with her mom, food has created an identity and 

a skill that my mom carries with her. I feel 
grateful to have inherited this multi-generational 

matriarchal food legacy (even if I am not a 
talented cook in my own right) ¢ 

 


