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KITCHENS 

By Ione Washbum 

My kitchen is an altar to my life; it connects me to the 

generations of women who are my foremothers. 

T HE KITCHEN IS a magnet where my 
personal history clusters. It is the 
place where my grandmothers, 

aunts, and mother taught me to be a woman. 
Although the technology of their kitchens- 
with outdoor water pumps, wooden churns, 
ice boxes, and wood burning stoves-was 
light years away from today's, these women 
and I still share an intangible bond. The 
preparation of food somehow serves to open 
the doorways of time and let generations of 
my foremothers into my kitchen. They, too, 
learned the intimate secrets of products of 
the earth. They saw how the leaves of a head 
of lettuce clasp together in curved, crisp crin- 
kles. They were intimate with the feel of a 
tomato's slippery seeded insides. They dis- 
covered the ease with which new potatoes re- 
lease their skins after they've been boiled. 
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Whenever foods release their secrets to me, I 
feel the presence of my foremothers. 

My early years were spent in the homes of 
my grandmothers and aunts. Their multipur- 
pose farm kitchens were the central stage 
where women played their roles. Periodically 
they would disappear into the wings to sleep, 
tend their gardens, or visit friends. Once a 
week they went to church to listen to male 
Church Leaders tell them what it was all 
about. To the Church, they gave hours of ser- 
vice, taught Sunday School, played the 
organ, and conducted bake sales. Although 
early Christian history tells us that women 
had no souls, my Momon foremothers were 
told that their souls were destined to be sub- 
servient to the men in the after life as well as 
this one. (I guess that is progress of sorts). 
When these handmaidens returned to their 
kitchens, they reclaimed their original soul of 
Eve, which God had created in Her image, 
and mocked the power of the patriarchs. 
From this queendom, they wielded power 

and influence. They played a multitude of 
roles: general manager, doctor, nurse, min- 
ister, psychiatrist, housekeeper, teacher, 
cook, storyteller, and spiritual adviser, to 
name a few. 

It was in these kitchens that women so- 
cialized their girl children. They taught me 
how to recognize the alphabet letters in the 
"Charter Oak" label on the stove, how to dip 
a rive peach in boiling water and slide the 
ski; off with one or t& deft motions, and 
how to peel an apple and have the skin come 
off in one spiral shaped piece. There was only 
one right way to do the dishes-with two 
pans of hot water, wash, then rinse and dry 
the glasses first, silverware second, dishes 
third, and pots and pans last. 

During the summers, I watched with fas- 
cination as the women boiled the fruit jars, 
lids, and rubber rings, and then filled each 
jar with picture perfect bounties from the 
garden. It was a source of pride among 
women of the valley to have row upon row of 
cellar shelves filled with a winter's supply of 
bottled fruits and vegetables. 

Always the air was laced with a smorgas- 
bord of smells-the sweet, tart scent of 
rhubarb pie, the deep, purple wildness of 
huckleberries simmering on the stove, the 
sweet fragrance of fresh-baked bread that 
floated out the door to greet the children 
home from school. During the winter, the 
first thing we heard in the morning was the 
sounds of a grandfather or an uncle building 
a fire in the kitchen stove. It wasn't until the 
soul-satisfying smell of bacon and perking 
coffee reached us that we knew the kitchen 
was warm enough for us to venture down- 
stain. 

When I was ten years old, my mother 
built a summer cabin by a creek. As she drew 
up the plans, she said "A woman should al- 
ways have a window by her sink so that she 
can look out at beauty while she works." I 
still remember that view. If I looked to the 
south, I saw the sparkle of water at the bend 
of the creek. If I looked straight ahead, 1 saw 
Grandpa's raspberry patch against a back- 
drop of wooded hills. And if I looked north, I 
saw Aunt Vi's apple orchard and the clothes 
drying on her line. Ah, the sweet smell of 
sun-dryed clothes! 

Outside Aunt Jennie's kitchen window 
was a row of hollyhocks all dressed up and 
nodding their morning greeting to the 
woman at the sink. Aunt Jennie's kitchen was 
a wonderful place to be. She not only had an 
electric stove, but there were lots of cousins 
and their mothers in and out. She was more 
like my sister, and talked to me like I was a 
grown-up. Sometimes, we would gang up on 
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her two older sisters (one of whom was my 
mother) when we thought they were being 
too bossy Aunt Jennie was a small woman 
with red hair, who, with humor and surprise 
attacks, punctured all egos the minute we got 
"too big for our britches." 

This activity was punctuated at mealtime 
by the appearance of an uncle with a hearty 
laugh and an authoritarian voice. He insisted 
we follow a dietary regime laid down by 
Bernarr McFadden, and took us swimming 
in ice cold lakes hidden in the surrounding 
hills. Each year, for a couple of days, he took 
us children "hucklebenying" in these same 
hills. When night fell, he would make a bed 
for us out of pine boughs covered with 
canvas. We slept under the stars and told 
ghost stories and jokes, and Uncle Frank 
played his mandolin and we sang ourselves 
to sleep. The next morning, he made us a 
wonderful breakfast over a campfire and we 
went home the next day with purple tongues 
and fingers and buckets of hucklebemes. 

We children helped pick vegetables, shell 
peas, gather eggs, weed the garden. We 
eavesdropped on the women's quilting bee 
gossip and secrets by hiding under the frame 
that the quilt covered. 

Aunt Vi had two tubs and a washboard, 
and on washday I loved to watch the ballet of 
her hands as she smeared the clothes with 
soap and rubbed them up and down on the 
washboard. When they were clean, she 
rinsed them and put them into a huge copper 
tub on the stove to boil. A teakettle was al- 
ways humming to itself on the back of the 
stove. On Saturday nights, another tub of hot 
water was prepared in which we children 
were immersed and scrubbed unmercifully 

So many memories were stored in the 
kitchens. Once I was shelling peas for my 
grandmother and I saw her eyes well with 
tears. "Carlysle used to sit there and shell 
peas for me," she remembered. "Who is 
Carlysle?" I asked. "My little five-year-old," 
she answered. "He died during the typhoid 
epidemic." Surprised that there were people 
in my family whom I had never heard of, I 
asked her, "How many children did you 
have!" "Eight," she answered. "Mary and 
Abel, my twins, died at birth." I imagined 
that the dead babies were brought into the 
kitchen to be washed and made ready for 
burial. 

This grandmother lived long enough for 
us to become friends. Once she gave me a 
piece of bacon rind, assuring me that my 
warts would disappear if I rubbed them with 
the rind of bacon under a full moon. I was 
then to throw the rind over my left shoulder. 
I watched how she mixed up poultices of 

molded bread and milk to treat grandfather's 
carbuncle. She camed herself like a queen 
and fretted about my adolescent posture. She 
showed me how to hold a broom handle be- 
hind my back with my elbows. 'Your body 
will be straight and proud if you do this 
every day," she told me. 

Years later, I had my own kitchen. The ap- 
pliances were 1948 state of the art. I cooked 
and cried there, and tried to please the man 1 
had married. I painted the walls and cabinets 
a cool ivory color on the outside, but inside, 
I painted the shelves blood red-the color of 
my broken heart. But even that kitchen came 
alive when Bill came in with a bag of gro- 
ceries, a bottle of wine, and his good carving 
knives. He sang opera, sliced vegetables and 
cooked fabulous meals! My children were 
happy I was happy My kitchen smelled good 
and the house was full of song again. 

My kitchen is quiet now, and it is very dif- 
ferent from those in the past. The only sound 
that comes from it is the beep of the mi- 
crowave being programmed; or the buzz of 
the blender mixing up a frozen concoction. 
My children are grown; the foremothers are 
gone; and I am nearing the end of the allotted 
time for my generation. I have a wonderful 
herb window over the sink in which I place 
treasures that I love to look at-a sea shell 
from Fiji, dried baby's breath in a blue hon- 
eypot, a sculpture of a little child looking 
into a candle flame, an African violet, a 
cactus garden, a piece of bark covered with 
moss, a peacock feather, and stones h e  car- 
ried back from Findhom, Fiji, Portugal, and 
Bear Lake. 

Still, my kitchen is an altar to my life; it 
connects me to the generations of women 
who are my foremothers. 0 

THE SWIMMER 
He was in the Red Sea, skin-diving, when God 
gripped his forehead and told him, 
"Grow your hair long now" 
and made the fish around him resonate 
like a configuration of door knobs 
before someone who wants to go outside. 
So it was true: 
God, the universe's greatest spy, 
knew how he packed his suitcase, 
knew how much oxygen remained in his lungs 
as he extended his a m  
and fluttered his legs 
twenty feet below the ocean's surface 
surrounded by blue and black and yellow 
fish, their tiny jaws clicking open and shut 
like the latch to the room 
where, he knew now, 
God had been watching 
the day he arranged his dreams 
into a wreath of inconsolable flowers 
unfolding with reckless grace 
until their petals dropped out 
in clusters and clumps and utter defiance 
of the lavish capture of time 
he had first sensed was possible 
when one day in the library 
every body of water 
in the book on The Lovely Lakes of Europe 
had seemed to him a flawless blue masterpiece 
and the best reason he could give 
for wanting to learn to swim. 

-HOLLY WELKER 

SEPTEMBER 1996 PAGE 13 




