MawMaw’s Secret Family Recipe for Survival

By Kelli Wheeler

Growing up as a young girl in a tin-roofed shack on the swamps of Pascagoula my rotund grandmother, the sanctity in my abusive home, shared with me an old Choctaw belief in not wasting the bounty God had bestowed to this earth. At the time I thought she was simply sharing the family recipe for applesauce.


I can still picture MawMaw in front of that wood burning stove, her floor length hair wrapped up in a huge plaited bun, lovingly stirring the bubbling mixture. I can smell the cinnamony sweetness of it as if decades hadn’t passed.


“See these here apples, Sugar Pie?” she had said in her twangy southern drawl, hauling in a bucket of fruit others had rejected. “See how they look all rotten an’ wasted, no hope for making anything good come of it? But all you need to do is find one good one. One that still has its sweetness and goodness and is not soft, but firm. Even if it has a few bruises, that’s okay, as long as the core hasn’t turned bad from the rottin’ of those around it.

“Now, you take that one good one and you cut away all the dark and ugliness from the others until you have somethin’ you can make a go of. Some you’ll find, just can’t be saved no matter your best darn efforts to find a little good still left. Others, after you’ve stripped away the bad surface, you’ll find there’s still somethin’ you can work with. And some, you’ll be surprised to find, ain’t as rotten as you thought.


“You can’t be sad about all the wasted apples, ‘cause at least you tried to salvage what you could. Don’t think about what could’ve been, all the wonderful and delicious things you could’ve had. Move on to what you can do with what you’re workin’ with.


“Now see all these here little bits of good parts we salvaged? You take that one good apple, you add it together with all these delightful things we’ve gotten – sugar, representing the sweetness of life, and this here sweet cream that floats to the top of Totsie’s milk if you’re patient for it, plus a bit of cinnamon, the spice of life that can be too overwhelming in large amounts, but just a dash reminds us we are better for having tasted it.”


Later when her recipe was done, she let me be the first to try it. It was the most amazing thing I had ever tasted.


“Now ya see? What’d I tell ya?” said MawMaw proudly. “If we had given up on that bucket of rotten apples, we would’ve never got this delightful applesauce. 


Standing in front of my own Wolf Range, staring at my juvenile dictation, the true meaning of MawMaw’s secret family recipe finally became evident. All these year later, I realized she had actually entrusted me with the secret to my own salvation in a family full of rotten apples.
