
Juneteenth celebrates Black liberation. Falling during 
the same week as the start of summer, it’s a day often 
marked with cookouts and barbecues; smoke rises from 
neighborhood grills as we prepare dishes that unite our 
incredible community. Traditionally, Juneteenth cuisine 
includes red foods like barbecue and watermelon, along 
with soulful sides such as greens, cornbread and black-
eyed peas. But for the health-conscious — or those 
managing chronic conditions like diabetes or hypertension 
— is there a way to enjoy these traditional cultural staples 
while still maintaining healthy habits? We spoke with two 
experts who say the answer is yes.

Dr. Carla Ferrell is a dietitian and University of 
Houston graduate who went on to earn her master’s degree 
from Texas Woman’s University and a doctorate from 
Rutgers University. Now, through her private practice, 
Simply Healthy Living, she focuses largely on telehealth, 
aiming to meet patients where they are and help them 
make simple changes that support healthier living.

Chef Shonah P. Jeff erson is Executive Chef and 
CEO of North/Southeast Houston Chefs for Seniors, 
an organization that helps senior citizens maintain 
their independence and improve their quality of life 
through customized meals. Her team of 12 chefs visits 
seniors’ homes to prepare homemade meals using 
fresh ingredients. Jeff erson also presents live cooking 
demonstrations. She explains her approach with an age-
old saying: the chefs “give a man a fi sh” for a day, while 
her cooking demonstrations “teach a man to fi sh” and eat 
for a lifetime.

Speaking of cooking, what would Chef Jeff erson 
prepare for a Juneteenth spread? Her answer includes 
barbecue served alongside classic sides like potato salad, 
greens and green beans.

“I’m probably kind of biased,” she admits to Forward 
Times, “because my dad opened his fi rst BBQ restaurant 
when I was two.”

Biased, perhaps. But she’s not wrong.
Barbecued meats are indeed a longtime staple of 

Juneteenth celebrations, from ribs and chicken to brisket 
and even spicy hot links, a uniquely Black contribution 
to barbecue culture, according to food historian Adrian 
Miller.

Traditionally, Juneteenth features red foods, which 
symbolize Black bloodshed and sacrifi ce: barbecue, 
watermelon, red velvet cake, strawberry soda and hibiscus 
tea. Also common are “prosperity foods,” often served on 
New Year’s Eve, including black-eyed peas (symbolizing 
wealth and good fortune), collard greens (symbolizing 
prosperity) and cornbread (representing gold).

These dishes can be challenging for those concerned 
about salt or sugar intake, but both experts agree that we 
can still enjoy these cultural classics without sacrifi cing 
our health in the process.

“I don’t believe in completely cutting out things that 
are of cultural signifi cance,” Dr. Ferrell says.

She adds that watermelon is a good source of hydration 
during the hot summer months, while black-eyed peas 
can be heart-healthy, especially when prepared from 
fresh peas rather than canned varieties. She advocates 
using fresh greens, which is possible even in food deserts 

like Acres Homes. The Metallic Sunfl ower Foundation, 
located inside the Acres Homes Chamber of Commerce, 
operates a hydroponic garden that provides fresh produce 
to those in need.

Both Dr. Ferrell and Chef Jeff erson recommend 
seasoning greens with turkey wings or turkey necks 
instead of ham hocks. More generally, they advise using 
garlic, onions and bell peppers in place of excess salt.

Both experts also suggest choosing leaner cuts of 
meat for the grill. Chef Jeff erson notes that pork tenderloin 
is a leaner option that cooks much faster than ribs. She 
also advises making barbecue sauce at home rather than 
relying on store-bought brands that may be high in sugar.

“Use honey or molasses as natural sweeteners,” she 
suggests.

Dr. Ferrell off ers a similar tip for cornbread. 
Homemade mixes can help limit sodium and added 
sugars. Chef Jeff erson says her sister, a baker, began 
adding psyllium fi ber to fl our.

“Fiber slows down glucose,” she says. “For diabetics, 
it’s important to balance carbs with protein and fi ber.”

It’s also important to get creative.
Some of Chef Jeff erson’s suggestions — avoiding 

carcinogenic charcoal grills, using fruit purees as 
sweeteners for sauces or swapping sweet potatoes into 
potato salad — may seem unconventional. But she 
already has a response for those who protest, “It’s not 
how Big Mama made it!”

First of all, she contends, when Grandma and Great-
Grandma prepared these meals, “their sourcing was 
diff erent,” meaning they often relied on vegetables from 
their own gardens rather than produce purchased at the 
grocery store.

Besides, she adds, “you have to make new traditions, 
for the sake of your health — and your family’s health.”

Some of those traditions might be physical.
Dr. Ferrell recalls one Juneteenth celebration where, 

after the meal, her family played kickball at a nearby 
park, helping them avoid being sedentary and reducing 
the risks associated with weight gain, obesity and heart 
disease.

Of course, health isn’t just physical. Mental and 
emotional health matter, too. For those hosting large 
holiday gatherings or cooking for family and friends, 
the stress can be overwhelming. It can be especially 
challenging when relatives have unique dietary needs or 
restrictions.

So we asked both experts how to best manage holiday 
stress.

Dr. Ferrell advises focusing less on perfection and 
avoiding the temptation to do everything yourself.

“It’s OK to allow others to help,” she says.
Chef Jeff erson agrees and encourages asking for help 

— or even taking pressure off  the host by organizing a 
potluck.

Ultimately, both women agree that it’s important to 
enjoy the holiday without 
obsessing over details or 
diets.

“It’s OK to be a little 
more lenient,” Dr. Ferrell 
says.

“It’s just one day,” 
Chef Jeff erson concurs, 
noting that it’s perfectly 
fi ne to indulge as long as 
one day’s feast doesn’t 
become three days of 
leftovers.

People often use the 
holidays as an excuse 
to overeat, Jeff erson 
adds, and portion control 
remains important.

“Enjoy the holidays,” 
she says, “but don’t be a 
glutton about it.”

After all, Juneteenth 
isn’t just about what’s on 
your plate.

“It’s about the 
fellowship and 
community.”
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Hibiscus tea is among the red foods and beverages 
commonly associated with Juneteenth celebrations.

By: Terrance Turner, Forward Times Staff Writer

Application has been made with the Texas Alcoholic Beverage 
Commission for a Wine and Malt Beverage Retailer's Permit (BG) by 
Rebekah Amare, d/b/a WONDERLIKEWANDER INC. (d/b/a KEFITA 
COFFEE), to be located at 2506 La Branch St., Houston, Harris County, 
Texas. Officers of said corporation, Rebekah Amare and Addis Debebe, 
are owners of WONDERLIKEWANDER INC. (d/b/a KEFITA COFFEE).

CLASS I F I EDS
Traditional Juneteenth foods include black-eyed peas, 

collard greens and cornbread.
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