
The Gray Areas of a Southern Childhood 

Helen Pruden Kaufmann grew up a happy and privileged white child in 

Edenton, North Carolina, and her memoir, White Gloves and Collards, 

provides a beautifully-composed snapshot of a girl growing up in the south 

during the Civil Rights Movement. It’s also a portrait of a girl concerned 

about cancer as she loses both parents: her father when she was very young and her mother when 

she was a teen. 

Born in 1950, she lived in a time when maids were commonplace in the homes she frequented. 

The customs of a racially-divided society carried rules and caveats she was expected to learn and 

to which she was expected to adhere. 

“Under the Jim Crow system that still lingered,” the author 

writes, “there were so many innuendos, contradictions, and 

illogical rules to grasp. It was sort of like learning an 

unspoken language or a series of complex dance steps that 

eventually become so natural that you don’t have to think 

about them.” 

Helen doesn’t shy away from recounting her relatives’ casual 

and outspoken view of their domestic help and the local 

“colored” community. As for herself, her attitude toward her 

African-American acquaintances and neighbors evolves as she 

questions, wonders, and matures. 

She relates numerous stories filled with love and confusion – a 

love for the many maids who served and took care of her 

family even in ill health coupled with a youthful confusion 

about why these women who knew more about her life than 

she knew about theirs were good enough to be able to do one 

thing but not another. She mentions that her great-aunt’s maid, Lucy, wore her maid’s uniform 

during the family’s vacation in Nags Head and visited other maids in the servants’ quarters of 

other beach houses. At one point, the Civil Rights Movement moved from “elsewhere” on 

television to lunch counters around the state, including in Edenton. As a Candy Striper, she 

sneaked into the “colored wing” of the hospital to visit a former maid, also named Helen. And, of 

course, she shares how she felt upon learning that the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King was killed. 

Approximately half of Edenton’s 5,000 residents lived in the “colored section” when Helen was 

growing up. Although racial divides remain as evidenced by recent events around the country, 

her honest and heartfelt memoir illustrates how far we’ve come since the 1960s. It also makes us 

realize that it’s imperative to understand how far we still have to go.   ̶  Jeanne E. Fredriksen 

_  _  _  _ 

White Gloves and Collards by Helen Pruden Kaufmann. HPK Publishing. 2013. This book is 

available at local bookstores and through the Wake County Public Library system. This review 

appeared in The Rolesville Buzz newspaper. 
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