
 

"Grandma Labauve and Her Glorious Gumbo" 

by Terri Wuerthner 
 

It was a kitchen. Just a kitchen. But it was in an authentic Cajun farmhouse called Home 

Place, built about the time of the Civil War. A big, long wooden table was in the center of the 

kitchen, which was the center of family activity. It was warm and inviting, a place where the 

family always felt wanted, a bustling center of cooking, visiting, laughing, and good natured 

arguing among grandmother, mother, and aunts over who had made the best the gumbo. 

According to my father, who was born and raised in that simple but loving place, "the 

meals and conversation lasted until it was time to clean up and get ready for bed. As 

youngsters we knew we were part of something that mattered tremendously. We belonged to 

a clan that was so strongly bonded with love, and fun, and delight in meals…we never 

doubted that we were extremely important in the scheme of life, poor as we may have been." 

Though the four generations preceding me cooked and ate in that kitchen, it wasn’t until 1992 

that I finally saw that renowned room for myself when my sisters and I travelled down to 

Louisiana to visit the home of our ancestors.  

My heart dropped when we drove up to a small farm, with old run-down wooden 

buildings much like those we had been seeing on the rural road from Baton Rouge. But this 

one was different. Because this one was where my great-great grandparents were married; 

where generations from my great-grandparents down through my father were born and raised. 

We drove onto the property and I saw the house that was the center of decades' worth of 

Dad's stories; the front porch where they made ice cream in the summers; the pecan trees that 

supplied nuts for pies every holiday season; the Bayou that was host to the crabs and crawfish 

that were privileged to go into Grandma's gumbo.  

I held my breath as we gingerly walked up the wobbly steps that led into the old 

farmhouse kitchen. For years I dreamt about seeing this room, and for years I had envisioned 

the kitchen table loaded with Grandma Labauve's fabulous food. The food the family ate 
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while they shared conversations about their lives, and bonded with one another. The table 

where my great-great grandparents sat and ate with their children, grandchildren, and 

great-grandchildren. 

Trembling with awe I stood in the very room that I had been hearing about all my life. 

Seeing a slight sparkle under a dirty, dilapidated cabinet, I reached down and uncovered a 

small old olive oil jar. I knew that it had last been handled by one of my ancestors, perhaps 

twenty, thirty or forty years before.  At that moment, I knew that the search for my culinary 

heritage had brought me from my home in 1990s-California back to the bayous of Louisiana 

in the 1880s, the center of where it all began.  

This dirt-encrusted jar was embossed with olive branches and the words “bon oil.” 

Looking at the tiny bit of amber colored liquid still clinging to the bottom of the jar, I felt a 

direct connection to the ancestor who last used it. She had most certainly shared my love of 

cooking, and was the last person to lift the jar off the shelf; the last person to touch it before I 

picked it up moments ago. My hands were shaking as I held this precious find that truly tied 

me to these people and their culinary skills; tied me to one of the last meals they prepared and 

ate in the farmhouse kitchen. This little forgotten jar was waiting in the deserted farm house 

for more than forty years, to bridge the gap between my Cajun ancestors and me. 

I knew then that I was part of that once lively kitchen; that I belonged there even though 

I was a bit late in arriving. Even more intense was the knowledge that I was part of those food

lovers who had laboriously and happily prepared three meals a day in that very room, for 

generation after generation of Labauves. 

Much as I didn't want to leave this place that had quickly become magical to me, I 

couldn't wait to get back to California. I wanted to visit my Aunt Lorna and pull the box with 

Great-grandma's hand-written recipes down from the shelf once again. This time with not 

only a new interest, but with a passionate fervor that was to bond Aunt Lorna and I even 

closer together.  

Once back home and in Aunt Lorna's kitchen, I pulled my customary chair up to the little 

café table that was already set with the Limoges cups that were only ours to share. When my 
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beloved Aunt put the French roast coffee pot on the stove and brought down the old 

fashioned peppermint chews, I knew we were in for a memory-making visit that would take 

us late into the night. With great dignity, she ceremoniously poured steaming, fragrant coffee 

into each cup and picked up the pitcher of milk. With her hand a full foot above each cup, she 

slowly poured a steady stream of milk into the center of the coffee merging its pure whiteness 

with the outer circle of black—dark as night and thick as syrup. When the coffee became just 

the right shade, she set the pitcher down and began her tale. This one was about Grandma 

Labauve, her mother; my grandmother. 

Lorna was the storyteller of the family. I learned early on that a tale she was telling was 

like a picture an artist was painting. It was destined to be told at the particular moment in 

time that she chose to relate it to the listener. The air was like a blank canvas when she began, 

and when she began it was because she had something to say. 

"I remember watching Mama standing at the stove, gazing into the pot of gumbo. Every 

time she cooked something I wondered what was wrong with it. What mysterious item could 

the pot have contained that caused her to stare into it for so long?" We gave each other 

understanding smiles, each of us knowing that Grandma had been concentrating on the 

thickness of the gumbo.  

She added spices, vegetables, chicken or shellfish, and sometimes big fat slices of 

sausage. Wordlessly, she watched and knew when to add the next ingredients as she created a 

rustic country soup with the precision of conducting a symphony—an incredibly aromatic 

symphony." Aunt Lorna was on a storytelling roll.  

Lorna's stories about her mother's gumbo went hand in hand with stories about her mother. 

She pointed to the daguerreotype she kept in the kitchen and said, "she was not nearly as 

imposing as she looks in this photo, but she certainly did impose on your mother." This I knew, 

because when Dad wasn't around my mother would whisper, "That French Cajun woman will be 

the death of me." At least that's what she said when she knew we kids were listening. She had 

some pretty raw expletives saved for times when she thought on one was within hearing distance. 
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Though Grandma wasn't imposing, she did have a sharp angular face that could lead one to 

believe that she was stern. But not with me. Not ever. 

I was a little girl of about five when I heard that Grandma and Grandpa were coming from 

Louisiana to visit us. I was disappointed that there wasn't room in the car for me to go with my 

Dad to pick them up at the train, so I was waiting at the living room window when they arrived. 

The front door opened and I locked eyes with this tall, thin woman dressed all in black. She 

walked purposefully across the room toward me and handed me a pair of black lace gloves. 

I simply couldn't understand why my Irish mother didn't like this enchanting creature. 

Perhaps it was because, once in our house, Grandma Labauve made a beeline for the kitchen. 

Mom's kitchen. "Time to make the gumbo." "Gumbo sumbo" was stage-whispered in the next 

room. If Grandma heard, she didn't let on. Mom stayed behind while I, like a puppy dog, 

followed Grandma into the kitchen. She put her carpet bag on the skin and took out a jar that was 

rolled in layers of cloth. Reverently unrolling the jar she said, in a most serious voice, "This is 

the basis of all good food. Without it you can't cook anything." Wow. What was it? Was it 

sweet? Coated in chocolate? Was it pretty? Did it have candy sprinkles? 

She finished removing the cloth and showed me some ugly brown stuff in a jar, with oil 

floating on top. It didn't look very good to me, but I wanted to pretend that it did so I asked if I 

could taste it. "No child, it's not for tasting, it's for cooking." I wasn't impressed. 

"Gumbo," she whispered to me, as if this new word was something she and I had been 

discussing for years. I'll never forget that meal, and how Grandma gathered her jar of roux, and 

some shellfish from the refrigerator and deftly put them together into what I thought was 

probably the best thing I had ever tasted. What struck me was that she only used everyday 

ingredients like crab and shrimp, flour, oil, salt, and pepper. Food that my mother used on a 

regular basis. 

But that gumbo didn't remind me of anything my mother had ever made. And I probably 

shouldn't have shared that information at the dinner table. When I tasted Grandma's gumbo I 

announced that I didn't know anything could taste so good. My mother put down her spoon and 

quietly said, "it's soup." "Really? It doesn't taste like soup. You should get the recipe from 
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Grandma." Mom quietly left the table. She and Grandma never became friends, they just put up 

with one another.  

My siblings were only marginally interested in these culinary goings-on, but my pride in 

being singled out by Grandma to have a private cooking lesson is still with me. She was very 

serious when she told me that I should learn how to cook like a Cajun, because I was a Cajun. 

"Half Cajun," my mother interjected, entering the kitchen, "and half Irish." Grandma gave her a 

sharp look, but she saw from my mother's facial expression that this particular point was 

non-negotiable. Very non-negotiable. Grandma pursed her lips and turned to me, elevating my 

stepping stool so I could see into the large soup pot. "First you make a roux." "Oh, no! The ugly 

brown stuff in the jar." 

"No child. Not ugly. Roux is a beautiful thing, because it is the basis of all good cooking. 

That gumbo you loved so much last night started with a roux. And you must get the roux dark, 

dark, dark." It didn't occur to her that a five-year-old she just met might not be interested in 

cooking oil and flour together until the mixture das 'dark, dark, dark.' But interested I was, as 

Grandma knew I would be. She and I were on the same wavelength from the moment I saw those 

black lace gloves. 

Nevertheless, I thought our cooking lesson would consist of making cookies, or pecan pie or 

sweet hush puppies and I was starting to have doubts about the ugly brown stuff in a jar. But then 

the very long lesson that had consisted mostly of stirring and stirring and stirring began to 

produce the most amazing aroma. It smelled like a combination of toasted nuts, roasted meat, 

and fried bread. I loved it. I watched as Grandma stirred this mixture in the hot soup pot. The no 

longer ugly brown stuff in a jar had turned smooth, rich, dark-dark-dark brown and it entered my 

senses to remain there forever. 
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GRANDMA’S GLORIOUS GUMBO 
 

Every autumn the crabs would come crawling up out of the brackish water in the bayou at Home 
Place, according to my father who was born and raised in the farmhouse on the property. There 
were almost always two types of seafood in my Grandmother's gumbo. With crab being readily 
available Grandpa only needed to go to nearby Cypremort Point for a sack of shrimp to 
accompany the crab, and Grandma would make her seafood gumbo, which was by far everyone's 
favorite soup. 
 
Prep time: 40 minutes  
Cooking (simmering) time: 2 hours 
Serves 6 
 

Ingredients: 

1 cup peanut oil 
1 cup all-purpose flour 
2 cups chopped onion, 1 large onion 
1cup chopped green bell pepper, 1 medium bell pepper 
1 cup chopped celery, 2 small stalks 
1-1/2 teaspoons paprika 
3/4 teaspoons black pepper 
3/4 teaspoons salt 
1/2 teaspoon cayenne pepper 
4 cups water 
1 teaspoon Tabasco Sauce 
2 pounds fresh okra, trimmed, about 32 ounces frozen 
1-1/2 pounds shrimp, peeled and deveined 
1 pound crabmeat 2 8-ounce cans 
3 cups raw rice 
1 cup chopped fresh parsley 
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Method: 
Heat the oil in a cast iron or other large heavy pot over medium heat. Add the flour and cook for 
30 minutes, stirring constantly (this makes the roux, the base for the gumbo). If the roux begins 
to smoke, turn the heat down. 
Add the vegetables and spices and continue to cook over medium heat, stirring often, for 15 
minutes. Add the water and bring to a boil, stirring constantly, until blended and smooth. Add the 
Tabasco; reduce heat, cover, and simmer for 30 minutes, stirring often. Add the okra and simmer 
for 15 minutes. Add the shrimp and crab, reduce the heat to the lowest setting, and cook 15 
minutes longer. (Begin cooking the rice when you add the okra.) 
Serve hot in soup bowls, with a mound of rice in the center of each portion, and parsley sprinkled 
on top. 
 
Lagniappe (something extra): Tabasco Sauce was the only hot sauce we used, partly out of 
loyalty and partly because we truly thought it was the best. Grandpa Labauve and Ned 
McIlhenny, one of the founders of McIlhenny Tabasco Pepper Sauce, went duck hunting 
together for years, and Tabasco Sauce was always on our table. I don't think Grandpa even knew 
there was any other type (or cared if there was). 
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