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Curator Dr. Kenneth Willhoite shows off Smokey 
Robinson’s gumbo, one of the items on display at 
the Soul Food Museum in Atlanta along with the 
Lloyd Price Icon Food Brands products. 
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Give their Support to the Soul Food Museum 
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Kenneth Willhoite shows off Smokey Robinson’s gumbo, one of the items on display at the Soul Food Museum in Atlanta
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Packaging from products featuring sports stars like Muhammad Ali and Bo Jackson can be seen at the museum. 

Especially in the Sweet Auburn district, where Dr. King was born and where a newly opened storefront operation called the Soul Food Museum was trying, on Wednesday morning, to baste itself onto the rich historical fabric of the neighborhood. The Rev. Bernice King, Dr. King’s surviving daughter, was supposed to make remarks there on “the sustenance and significance distinctive Southern cuisine has provided for decades,” according to a news release, but she did not show.

Undaunted, Kenneth Willhoite, 6-foot-4 plus a nine-inch chef’s hat, dark suit and bowtie, greeted visitors. Dr. Willhoite, as he calls himself (when pressed, he explained that the title came from an honorary degree), is the impresario behind the Soul Food Museum, a curiosity cabinet in the form of a convenience store, filled with relics like a cast iron stove and an old ice-box, blow-ups of photographs of Mr. Willhoite with celebrities and shelves full of products developed and marketed by African-Americans — products that are often found only in mom-and-pop groceries, gas stations, truck stops or street festivals.

By Mr. Willhoite’s lights, “soul food” is loosely defined. Some of the products might fall under the traditional definition, like Little Lambs soul food for babies, including “Nana’s Banana Pudding” flavor. But there is also Allen’s Blunt chocolate-scented shea butter (“It’s just like butter, baby”); Smokey Robinson’s seafood gumbo (“The Soul is in the Bowl”); Rap Snacks, which feature rap artists like Pastor Troy, who appears on a bag of Stop Playing and Get Serious Hot Cheezie Popcorn; Gladys Knight’s Georgia peach butter; James Brown’s Cookeez; “The Pride of Africa” coffee; and an energy drink called “Crunk!!!”

While much of the collection is made up of products that are currently being made, and that visitors will ultimately be able to purchase, a few items are historic, like figurines of blacks in ingratiating poses that today would be considered derogatory. 

“You can’t deny it, it was there,” said Mr. Willhoite, 48. But he worried that some of his objects would be taken out of his encyclopedic context, which is not limited to black-produced items any more than it is limited to say, healthy food.

Of a bag of “Original White Trash,” a snack mix coated in white chocolate, he said, “If you put that in the article, you have to say it was made by a Caucasian.”

Among the collectibles there was a tin of Lucille Ball “Predic-a-mints.” What, a questioner wanted to know, did that famous redhead have to do with soul food?

“Soul is the very essence of who we are. And she had it,” Mr. Willhoite explained. “We all love Lucy. I wouldn’t think of having a soul food museum without Lucy.”

Mr. Willhoite said he opened the museum three years ago, but waited to publicize it until it had moved into its new location, closer to the King Historic District visitor center. He cut the ribbon on Jan. 21, the King holiday, but has already found himself in financial straits.

That was the reason for the news conference, which although skipped by Ms. King and other promised civil rights advocates, was attended by Charles Johnson, the director of the Spirit of Sweet Auburn, a neighborhood group that has watched over a revitalization that has ushered in coffeehouses, hip restaurants, boutiques and loft apartments.

“Dr. Willhoite’s museum is one of the great things that has happened to this street recently,” Mr. Johnson said. “He’s told us things that we didn’t know.” Mr. Johnson added: “I didn’t know a black man invented the potato chip. I didn’t know there was such a thing as collard green ice cream.”

Mr. Willhoite, a former caterer at work on a book about 400 years of culinary contributions by blacks, is a font of information, albeit of somewhat uneven reliability. Many accounts agree that the chip was invented in Saratoga Springs by George Crum, whose father was black. 

But Mr. Willhoite repeated a spurious, but oft-circulated, account of the origin of the word “picnic,” saying that it was an activity that followed shopping for slaves. “These are things that the elders tell me,” he said. 

If Mr. Willhoite has yet to make his reputation as a scholar, his reputation as a dogged pursuer of his dream is not in question. He made quite an impression on the executives of Lloyd Price Icon Food Brands Inc. when he drove from Atlanta to New Orleans to attend one of their news conferences, entering the room in his white toque and black bowtie.
Mr. Willhoite now displays a wide selection of then Lloyd Price Icon Food Brands, Inc.  company’s Lawdy Miss Clawdy products, named after Mr. Price’s first big hit, which include granola that features the images and biographies of historic black Icons like Dorothy Dandridge and Louis Armstrong.

Mr. Willhoite gave Mr. Price a lollipop bearing the logo of the museum, a Statue of Liberty raising a spoon aloft, according to the company’s chief operating officer, Bill (Dollar-Bill) Waller Jr.

The words on the back had the stamp of a mind so broad it presumed to speak for half a million people:  Dear Mr. Lloyd Price .......“The City of Atlanta Georgia and the Soul Food Museum would like to thank you and your company for an outstanding contribution to the culinary arts and the retail food industry worldwide with the first African-American female positive brand. We love you, and what you’re doing will help what we are doing.” 
