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[0:00] 
 
Interviewer: Ok, I think we’re ready to go. 
 
Desiree Robinson: Okay  
 
Interviewer: So, on behalf of Crossroads to Freedom Digital Archives and myself, 
thank you for letting us interview you today. 
 
Robinson: You’re welcome. 
 
Interviewer: I’m excited about talking about your life, and your family, and your 
barbeque. 
 
 Robinson: Thank you.  
 
Interviewer: For the record, could you state your name? 
 
Robinson: Desiree Robinson.  
 
Interviewer: And what is your current occupation? 
 
Robinson: I work at Cozy Corner Restaurant. 
 
Interviewer: And we’re so glad that you let to your restaurant, your wonderful 
restaurant. 
 
Robinson: Thank you. 
 
Interviewer: Where were you born and raised? 
 
Robinson: I was born in Lexington Mississippi. Was raised there partially and then 
came to Memphis to live. I left Lexington at age five and moved to Memphis and 
lived about, maybe two miles north of here. 
 
Interviewer: So what neighborhood? 
 
[0:01:00] 
 
Robinson: It’s called Scutterfield. 



 
Interviewer: What year was it that you moved to Memphis? 
 
Robinson: ‘40, early ‘40s. 
 
Interviewer: What was the neighborhood like growing up? Do you have any 
memories?  
 
Robinson: Yes, I have great memories. Believe it or not, as old as I am. I have great 
memories of my experience in Mississippi and one of those was that I was too small 
to go to work so I only had fun. So, I loved going back, and I enjoyed being down 
there, it was just so much fun, but when I came to Memphis one of the things I can 
remember that again, it was fun. Bike-riding, and laying in the front yard, and, of 
course, walking three blocks to school. I was three blocks away from the school so I 
walked to school.  
 
[0:02:00] 
We played skates, played with dolls, and all the games that kids play. That was lots 
of fun because it was definitely a community type thing, it’s so different now but 
then, it was. I guess one of the things that stands out, I thought my mother knew 
everybody on Earth. Because any time I went somewhere, away from home, if 
something happened that she didn’t like, by the time I got back home she knew it. I 
don’t understand it today because we had no telephones. 
 
Interviewer: That’s new. So, it sounds like it was a pretty close-knit community.  
 
Robinson: Very close, very close. Everybody was your parent. Every adult was your 
parent. You’d never challenge an adult, not for any reason. Actually, neighbors 
could, if the situation merited it, 
 
[0:03:00] 
they were allowed to spank you. They would also protect you. I remember one day, 
a wasp got down in my sock as I was coming from school and I just started running 
and crying. I stopped at a neighbor’s house and I can remember today how gently 
and how lovingly she took care of me, and this was the same neighbor that would 
get on me. She got the animal out and she put snuff on that thing, on the wound, 
she really did. She just took care of me so sweetly and lovingly and that, I must’ve 
been about seven or eight years old, I just remember that. 
 
Interviewer: What were your parent’s names? 
 
Robinson: My mother was Leona Wilson and my dad was Edward Wilson.  
 
Interviewer: Why did y’all decide to move to Memphis? 
 



Robinson: It was in the ‘40s, everybody moved to Memphis. At some point, it was 
called the “Time of the Migration.” 
 
[0:04:00] 
People first came to Memphis, they migrated to Chicago and other cities in the 
country. But everybody that I knew, their desire was to get to Memphis. One of our 
family members would move here and everybody that came afterwards, would 
probably stay with a member that was already here until they got a job and were 
able to get themselves a place to stay. 
 
Interviewer: Do you remember what it was like? You said you were pretty young 
when you moved but do you remember what that change was like going from 
Mississippi to Memphis? 
 
Robinson: Yes, I left all of my buddies, I was lonely. Well, first of all, I’m an only 
child. I was lonely for a while because all of the houses were packed up on each 
other. Everybody lived so close together, there was so much concrete. That 
bothered me, it really did, because I was used to the fields and the woods and the 
gravel roads, 
 
[0:05:00] 
and the concrete bothered me. I’ve never said this to anybody in my life.  
 
Interviewer: I’m glad we got it on tape.  
 
Robinson: But all the concrete bothered me, we would go down town and there was 
nothing but concrete. But I enjoyed life, you know, there was a store a few blocks 
away. In the country we went to the store once a year maybe. Everything else came 
from the fields or the barn so, other than the concrete I was okay.  
 
Interviewer: Did, I guess, moving a little bit towards barbeque, did people barbeque 
much? Do you have any memories of your family cooking like that? 
 
Robinson: Yes, I do. My mother would take a round tin tub, and but charcoal in the 
bottom of it. 
 
[0:06:00] 
Put a- what is it? A grate, the thing with the holes in it. On top of it and put the 
barbeque on it. Men never barbequed when I was a little girl, never. As a matter of 
fact, men really didn’t do a lot of cooking when I was a little girl, it was not 
appropriate. So, mom would take that and she would do that barbeque on the Fourth 
of July especially, and maybe another day or so. Labor Day. But definitely on the 
Fourth of July you got barbeque and you got homemade ice cream. Whatever else 
went along with it, you got those two things.  
 



Interviewer: Sounds delicious. 
 
Robinson: That’s my first memory of barbeque, I never remember anyone doing any 
barbequing in Mississippi. I’m not saying they didn’t do it, I just don’t remember. My 
mother did it at our house, 
 
[0:07:00] 
and the women did it at the other, and the neighbors did basically the same thing. 
Had a little tub out there that they would put the grate and the meat on top of the 
grate and go from there and making the sauce. It was never a big deal you just did 
what you wanted to do and that was it.  
 
Interviewer: Let’s take just a minute to make sure that the sound... 
 
[Female voice] 
 
Interviewer: Okay, I’m probably speaking too quietly, can you hear me a little bit 
better now? Okay. Sorry about that.  
 
Robinson: That’s okay.  
 
Interviewer: What in Memphis in terms of restaurants were there a lot of barbeque 
restaurants back when you were growing up, do you remember? 
 
Robinson: No, not a lot. There was Cole Pepper’s out here at the end of downtown. 
There was a barbeque place called Jim’s Barbeque 
 
[0:08:00] 
over on Commerce, not far from where we lived. This was not when I was a little girl, 
this was in later years, when restaurants like the Harlem House and little small 
places like that started opening up. By the time I started dating, there were several, 
but actually I am amazed at what has happened with barbeque. I never imagined so 
many people liked it so well, I never imagined. But after I became an adult, y’know, 
Loeb's was here years ago. Loeb's Barbeque. There was another that was down on 
Bellevue, I can’t remember the name. Bellevue and  
 
[0:09:00] 
Macklemore, I think.  
 
Interviewer: So, you said when you were a smaller child there really weren’t that 
many restaurants but in your teens or maybe early twenties? 
 
Robinson: Yes, yes. In my teens they began to grow. I can remember my husband, 
my boyfriend at that time, going out to dinner and eating at the Cole Pepper’s. We 
thought that that barbeque was so good and down through the years we decided to 



attempt to make ours even better because everybody liked to go to Cole Pepper. 
There were others that, I’m so sorry I can’t remember the name of all of them, but 
there were others in the city, but there wasn’t a lot, y’know, down through the years, 
barbeque just was not that big of a deal. 
 
Interviewer: Really? So was it more 
 
[0:10:00] 
of a family thing or it just wasn’t a big deal at all?  
 
Robinson: Whenever you got barbeque you usually got it at a family affair, and then 
when there was a restaurant open that sold barbeque where blacks could go, which 
there were very few, we’d get it there. 
 
Interviewer: What do you think brought about that changed that you mentioned 
where once you were in your teens there were more restaurants around? 
 
Robinson: Folks started making good barbeque, and they realized that it was 
sellable, that people would come and people were enjoying it. My husband and I, we 
were just talking one day and decided one day we were going to open a restaurant. 
We didn’t like the barbeque where we were living so we thought what we ought to do 
is play around with it and make something better than anything we had ever tasted, 
 
[0:11:00] 
and we did, and that is when we opened our first restaurant. 
 
Interviewer: Well, I’d like to talk about the Cozy Corner, and opening Cozy Corner 
soon, but before we get to that maybe let’s talk a little more about your life.  
 
Robinson: Okay. 
 
Interviewer: Well where did you go to elementary school? 
 
Robinson: Manassas, I went to Manassas one through twelve. Can you believe 
that? 
 
Interviewer: So, the whole time. 
 
Robinson: Can you believe that? 
 
Interviewer: Wow 
 
Robinson: And my daddy boasted that I was never late, not one day. I don’t 
remember, I can’t talk. That’s what my daddy boasted to people about.  
 



Interviewer: He boasted? 
 
Robinson: Yes, he did, “She’s never been late.”  
 
Interviewer: What was that like going to one school for your whole, I guess, staying 
at one school from first grade to twelfth grade. Did you see it change much while you 
were there or? 
 
Robinson: Not an awful lot of change but it amazes me now 
 
[0:12:00] 
because when my children started first grade they were entering their third school. I 
don’t know how many they went to before it was over. It was just the norm, if you 
lived in a certain place, you going to go to that school and you probably going to stay 
there until you graduated. People did not move about a lot like they do now, they did 
not move from one residence to the other like they do now. They got a place to stay 
and they stayed there for quite a while. My mother and dad moved out of the house 
we lived in when my first child was born, so they lived there twenty some-odd years 
and then they moved to another house, that was the first house they bought.  
 
Interviewer: Do you have any memories of your school, of Manassas, anything that 
really stands out in your mind?  
 
[0:13:00] 
 
Robinson: I can tell you why I was never late. They would lock all the doors except 
one, when you opened that door, there would be a chair there and the principal 
beside it with a belt, and he would spank you. You would have to lay over the chair 
and get a spanking, and there was never any discussion. No discussion, no 
negotiating, and you got that and then went on to school. I heard about that, I 
wanted no parts of that.  
 
Interviewer: A good reason not to be late. 
 
Robinson: There were many very pleasant memories and especially I think back 
about the school and I look at what is happening now is so totally different than the 
way it was then. Teachers were like parents. Teacher was never wrong, 
 
[0:14:00] 
no matter what the teacher said or did. If your parents- if my parents especially- had 
to come to the school, I was in a heap of hot water. This was true with everybody, 
because I remember some other children, I’d hear the principal say, “Don’t make me 
get your parent over here.” Teachers knew the students, that’s one thing that I 
thought was great. If somebody walked off campus or somebody came on, it was 
known. Folks knew and there were not security people on the campus, there were 



not policemen on campus. The men and women of that school policed it. No 
stranger came on the campus, it just didn’t happen, there was no reason for that, 
and when you left you better be going home or have a letter from your parents 
 
[0:15:00] 
and a permit to leave school. There was a time when I had some business to take 
care of and my mother sent a note and I would go and do that. There was always 
activities to be a part of from first grade on, there were activities that were handled 
like, some of these musicals I see, that reminds me of when I was in school. Every 
grade there was a great big production in the spring. You danced, you sang, 
whatever you could do, you did it, and if you couldn’t do either of those they would 
find something for you to do, you know? That to me was just so exciting. Homework, 
oh there was homework. There was plenty of homework but I thank God for that 
because everything that happened helped me along the way.  
 
Interviewer: So, after high school,  
 
[0:16:00] 
did you go to college? 
 
Robinson: Yes, I left high school and went to Tuskegee University in Alabama. 
 
Interviewer: What was that change like, going to Tuskegee? 
 
Robinson: Leaving home, and being so far away was momentarily frightening. I had 
traveled a lot coming up but this was going to be for quite a while and I remember 
one day I went to the dean and I said, “My mother needs me, I need to go home. 
Would it be all right with you if I left and went home for a few days?” She said, 
“Everybody will be going home Thanksgiving, why don’t you wait until then? Talk to 
your mother and help her get over it.” She knew I needed to get over it. I did. I held 
out and then went home whenever I could, Thanksgiving, Christmas, Summer, 
whatever. It was different, it was different. 
 
[0:17:00] 
My mother’s first question when I got down to Tuskegee was, “do you like it?” I 
thought, I better say yes, but how could I really know at that point? So I told her, 
“Yes, I really do.”  
 
Interviewer: So what time period were you at Tuskegee? 
 
Robinson: I went in 1955 and I left in 1959. No, no, no, ‘58. 
 
Interviewer: I guess there was a lot of things happening regarding civil rights in 
Alabama at that time, do you have any memories? 
 



Robinson: I do very well remember because when I got there.  
 
[Microphone disturbance] 
 
Robinson: I’m sorry. 
 
Female: It happens all the time. 
 
Robinson: When I got to Tuskegee,  
 
[0:18:00] 
the city was being boycotted by the blacks in Tuskegee. The campus had everything 
on it, including a post office, that we needed. Dress shops, restaurants, and the 
downtown was about a two mile walk anyway, so I never went until just before I left, 
the boycott was lifted just before I left. So, I think I got to go once, maybe twice, to 
see what downtown looked like. That’s one thing that I can remember is that there 
was boycott in the city. 
 
Interviewer: So, did the people who lived, I guess particularly the white citizens, was 
there much conflict between them and Tuskegee students?  
 
Robinson: No, there wasn’t. There wasn’t much. One time that I can remember, 
probably in ‘57,  
 
[0:19:00] 
some folk came on the campus and burned a cross, but that’s the only incident that 
occurred.  
 
Interviewer: So, after you graduated from Tuskegee- 
 
Robinson: I didn’t graduate, I left in 1958, got married. I’m always ashamed to say 
this, I left in my junior year, and I'm not going to promise you I planned to go back 
and get my degree. But I did major in commercial dietetics, and what I am working in 
now. 
 
Interviewer: Oh, dietetics, is that food? 
 
Robinson: Commercial dietetics, that’s restaurants, hotels, and that sort of thing. My 
husband was a food enthusiast also, but what was the question we were 
discussing? 
 
Interviewer: I guess, did you meet your husband at Tuskegee. 
 
Robinson: No, my husband lived two blocks down the way from here,  
 



[0:20:00] 
and I lived two miles down the way that way, and we met in high school.  
 
Interviewer: Really? How did you meet? 
 
Robinson: Well he came from Cairnes to Manassas in the ninth grade, and he 
became friends with my next-door neighbor. They were in the same grade, Wayne 
was one grade higher than that, and he started coming over and we met. I knew he 
was a football player, so we met really because he came over and then because I 
saw him every day coming to his friend’s house who lived next to me after school.  
 
Interviewer: So, he was around all the time. 
 
Robinson: All the time. I was thirteen when I first saw him actually.  
 
Interviewer: So y’all got married after your junior year of college? 
 
Robinson: We got married in 1958, 
 
[0:21:00] 
I left school in ‘58 and that’s when we got married.  
 
Interviewer: And did you move back to Memphis at that time? 
 
Robinson: No, I didn’t. When we got married he was living in Colorado. We came to 
Memphis, because I had been in Tuskegee, we came to Memphis and got married, 
and we both went on back to Colorado. 
 
Interviewer: What was that like leaving the South and living in Colorado, in terms of 
the things that were happening in the South at that time. 
 
Robinson: It was a little different, and one of the things that I remember is when the 
boycotts began heavily in the ‘60s, there wasn’t a lot of boycotting in Colorado, so it 
was quite different.  
  
Interviewer: Was there a lot of racism present in Colorado, or racial tension? 
 
Robinson: No, there was not, it was very different. Very different. 
 
[0:22:00] 
 
Interviewer: So, what did you do when you were in Colorado? 
 



Robinson: I took care of babies, we had two children and I took care of them. I 
worked before pregnancies and between pregnancies but y’know, mostly I stayed 
home and took care of them. At one point we opened a restaurant out there. 
 
Interviewer: A barbeque restaurant? 
 
Robinson: Yes. 
 
Interviewer: What was the name of the barbeque restaurant? 
 
Robinson: Ray’s Barbeque, my husband was Ray and it was called Ray’s Barbeque. 
 
Interviewer: How did the Denver people react to barbeque. 
 
Robinson: They very much liked it, reacted here, they loved it. We did well but when 
we went to Colorado, as a matter of fact we were engaged for four years, and we 
decided that we would live in another city and come back to home and we knew 
when we went to Colorado that we would be coming home. We really did not intend 
to stay for nine years, 
 
[0:23:00] 
but we got tied up in the business got tied up with the restaurant thing then another, 
and then one day we said hey, it's about time to go home, and then we did.  
 
Interviewer: I should have asked you this earlier but could you state your husband’s 
full name? 
 
Robinson: Raymond Otis Robinson.  
 
Interviewer: What were your children’s names? 
 
Robinson: The boy was Raymond Robinson Junior, our daughter is Leota Novelle. 
 
Interviewer: Oh, ok that’s a beautiful name.  
 
Robinson: My mother was Leola, my husband’s mother is Novelle, we named her 
after both mothers.  
 
Female: [Inaudible] Still having a hard time hearing you. 
 
Interviewer: Okay, I’ll speak louder. 
 
Robinson: Okay. 
 
Interviewer: So, you returned to Memphis, you had the restaurant in Denver, 



 
[0:24:00] 
were you involved in the restaurant a lot? 
 
Robinson: Not much, one of the things that my husband and I agreed on, and we 
agreed on a lot of things before we got married and I think that is so very important, 
we agreed that I would not work until the youngest child, we planned to have six 
children, until the youngest child was old enough, was latch-key age, was old 
enough to come home from school and wait until we got there and be safe. So 
therefore, the plan was that I would not work until that occurred. Now, after I had two 
children, I said, “God gave us a boy, and God gave us a girl, we don’t need to try 
anything else because that’s enough.” 
 
Interviewer: Yeah 
 
Robinson: And my husband said, “Well you’s the one that wanted six anyways, it’s 
alright with me, I don’t care.” 
 
Interviewer: Well what was it like when you did come back to Memphis? 
 
[0:25:00] 
I guess you probably still had family in Memphis? 
 
Robinson: I did not tell you this but we were both only children, he had no sisters, 
brothers, neither did I. The main reason why we were coming back was to take care 
of our parents as they grew older. We did not want cousins or anyone else to have 
to do that, and that is what, that’s what... 
 
Interviewer: That’s what brought you back. 
 
Robinson: Mm-hmm, well the main thing, y’know. I just like Memphis, I don’t care 
what they do here. I like Memphis because, well- We both, because we were only 
children we were allowed to travel and go to different places. I lived in Miami for a 
while. Chicago was the place where I went for my summer vacations. There was 
another city that I went up to for a little while, I can’t remember but somewhere up 
north. Anyway, I knew something other than Memphis, but Memphis is my favorite 
place to be and so was it my husband’s too.  
 
[0:26:00]  
 
Interviewer: Why, maybe you could explain, why you like Memphis? What about 
Memphis? 
 
Robinson: It’s home. That’s the main thing. It’s home. Every home has problems, but 
you got to work through them. But it’s home and it’s a good feeling. One of the 



things that I always missed when I was out of town was going into a grocery store 
and hearing somebody say, “don’t I know you?” and finding out that we went to 
school together, that was a thrill. It always is a thrill when it happens, and it still 
happens. So, the main thing is home itself is just a good feeling, and that’s what 
Memphis is to us, it’s home. We were strangers when we were going other places, 
y’know. 
 
Interviewer: Getting back to your return to Memphis. So, you came back to 
Memphis,  
 
[0:27:00] 
again what was that change like, coming back from Colorado to Memphis? Was it 
different or was it kind of-? 
 
Robinson: Now when you say change, do you mean, was it different?  
 
Interviewer: Maybe a better question would be, there were a lot of things happening 
in Memphis at that time with Civil Rights, and do you have any memories of that 
once you returned to Memphis? 
 
Robinson: Well, because it was happening all over the country, so, although it 
wasn’t as the same in Colorado, it still existed there were still problems but they 
weren’t major. You might’ve heard something from one or two people that really- not 
for a while, but anyway. I’m thinking but I can’t think of what I need to say about, 
exactly- 
 
[0:28:00] 
 
Interviewer: Well, just if there were, is there anything that really stood out in your 
memory or personal experiences that you had once you returned to Memphis? 
 
Robinson: One of the things that I remember was that before I left there were no 
restaurants for us to eat in and when I got back, they had opened- no for a matter of 
fact they had opened the Harlem House when I was in high school and the Harlem 
Houses we were free to go in an eat, and there were other restaurants that had 
opened and a few black folk had begun to open up restaurants. So, when you went 
on a date you could go to dinner and movie or whatever.  
 
Interviewer: The Harlem House, was that like a brand of restaurant? I’ve never 
heard of- 
 
Robinson: The Harlem House was a restaurant that was about the size of this area 
right here. There was a counter and seats.  
 
[0:29:00] 



They served hamburgers, hotdogs, and a plate called- I can’t remember. But 
anyway, they had hotdogs and french-fries and pecan pies and there was about this 
much space for them to work on back there. So anyway, that was a hangout place. 
They had a lot of space out front, you could hang out with your buddies, go in and 
get your stuff and go back out. There was maybe seven or eight chairs you could sit 
in. It was really great for me because I cooked at the house every day, I started 
cooking when I was eight for the family and I cooked. But Fridays and Saturdays, 
mom would bring fish, every now and then I would cook it but Saturday I could go to 
the Harlem House and eat and that was great, that was great.  
 
Interviewer: I was kind of wondering, because you said when you came 
 
[0:30:00] 
back there were a lot more restaurants that would serve African Americans and then 
early you were talking about how there weren’t a lot of barbeque restaurants. Were 
there barbeque restaurants in Memphis that would only serve whites at the time 
when you were growing up or was it just not-? 
 
Robinson: There were barbeque restaurants. Most restaurants only served whites, 
there were very few restaurants that we could go to. Or if we could, we’d go through 
the back door. It’d be handed out of the window, but to go in and sit and enjoy a 
meal was not something that we get. 
 
Interviewer: I guess, let’s move on to talking a little bit more about Cozy Corner and 
you and your husband establishing Cozy Corner. When did the idea come to open 
up this restaurant? 
 
Robinson: Well now when we left Denver  
 
[0:31:00] 
and closed we knew that we’d eventually open here but we just didn’t know when. 
We had to get some things settled. So, he took another job and by, I guess we had 
been here three or four years, then I started job hunting. And because the children 
were big enough to take care of themselves, go home and unlock the door and then 
wait until one of us got there. So I went to work in 1969, we came home in ‘66.  
 
Interviewer: You said your husband established the restaurant about- was it four 
years after you came back to Memphis?  
 
Robinson: No, no, no. 
 
Interviewer: When did he establish it? 
 
Robinson: We finally opened this restaurant in 1977. 
 



Interviewer: Okay. 
 
Robinson: He worked. He had several jobs before we found a place, we were 
looking for a place but we really had a hard time finding a restaurant 
 
[0:32:00] 
that we wanted to use and what really sold this one is that the pit was already there. 
That was the best thing that could have happened to us because we wanted a 
certain kind of pit.  
 
Interviewer: What restaurant was here before? 
 
Robinson: I have no idea, I only know that it had been closed and the guy that we 
rented this from told us you can have this. I’ll rent it to you but you can’t make any 
money here because the guy who was here before was really good and he couldn’t 
do a thing.  
 
Interviewer: With the pit or the restaurant? 
 
Robinson: With the restaurant, with the business. So, maybe his barbeque wasn’t 
good, I don’t know. I don’t even know who he was. 
 
Interviewer: So, do you know how old the pit is? 
 
Robinson: I have no idea. But I know not that it’s thirty-two years old because we’ve 
been here thirty-two years. But it was here, and it was seasoned, and that was the 
best thing that could happen to us because somebody was trying to cook on it but in 
the meantime, they were seasoning it for us. A new pit you never want to use, you 
got to get it seasoned first so  
 
[0:33:00] 
play with it, you know.  
 
Interviewer: It just doesn’t have-? 
 
Robinson: Doesn’t have flavor.  
 
Interviewer: Doesn’t have that age, I guess? 
 
Robinson: Right, right.  
 
Interviewer: What was the community like when you opened up Cozy Corner? The 
community around this area? 
 



Robinson: Oh, there was a big Kroger store across the street, a great big Kroger 
Store, and there was Krystal’s in front of it and down this area there was Beauty 
Shoppe next door, Wolf Camera Shop was on the end, Bill’s Twilight was next door 
to that, Dollar General was next door to that. Those were the businesses in this 
block. So, business was booming and the people across the street, those were 
usually older people lived over there because my husband would do something 
special for them every Christmas.  
 
Interviewer: That’s so nice. 
 
Robinson: Yeah, they were older people. 
 
[0:34:00] 
Goodyear was directly in front of us across the street, I forgot about Goodyear but 
they were there. So, things were great. 
 
Interviewer: Yeah. Have you seen the community change a lot since y’all first 
opened?  
 
Robinson: Yes. Tremendously. You know Herd Village was over that way and it’s 
totally gone and the new houses have been built for multi-income families. St. Jude, 
the name of the street has changed. 
 
Interviewer: What was it named when you-? 
 
Robinson: No, not this one, this is yet North Parkway. Now this one was, after St. 
Jude came they changed it to Shadyac, the name of the CEO. You know it’s gone 
straight out, they closed that down. They closed that street down and made North 
Parkway go down that way. It’s been changed now, 
 
[0:35:00] 
I think to Willis, which is the other end on the other side of Henry Thomas. 
 
Interviewer: Were you pretty involved when your husband first opened Cozy Corner? 
Involved with the restaurant-? 
 
Robinson: Not at all. 
 
Interviewer: Oh, no wait. 
 
Robinson: Go ahead. 
 
Interviewer: Oh, never mind. I was going to say I forgot about the rule that you and 
your husband made but then but I guess you said already your children were 
already old enough. 



 
Robinson: The children were up, yeah. The children were up and able to, you know, 
get in, take care of themselves. When we opened this restaurant, I was working at 
Bell South, now AT&T. I stayed there until I retired in 1991. He and the children ran 
the restaurant. I actually never worked in here until he died, because I came in to 
support the children and I liked it so well that I decided to stay and work with them 
for the time.  
 
[0:36:00] 
 
Interviewer: Did you spend a lot of time in the restaurant though?  
 
Robinson: Before he died? 
 
Interviewer: Yes, ma’am. 
 
Robinson: No, I didn’t. I would come for lunch just like you. Most folk are amazed 
when they realize that I’m his wife because they did not know. They thought his 
cousin was his wife. His mother would sit over there, they thought his mother was 
his wife. 
 
Interviewer: Really? 
 
Robinson: Customers would come in and swore, “I knew his whole family, I knew his 
wife, I knew his children.” They talking to me.  
 
Interviewer: He didn’t make you that special wife sandwich or-? 
 
Robinson: The two-bone rib dinner came for me. 
 
Interviewer: Is that your-? 
 
Robinson: Yeah, because see I would come for lunch and I only wanted two bones 
so he finally put it on the menu.  
 
Interviewer: That’s nice. Is that your favorite- what's your favorite dish from Cozy 
Corner? 
 
Robinson: It depends on what day it is and on what I ate yesterday. 
 
[0:37:00] 
 
Interviewer: Really? 
 



Robinson: You know, if I ate ribs yesterday. No- ribs, I really love ribs. You know 
why I say ribs? Because every day, I eat one.  
 
Interviewer: Really? 
 
Robinson: One rib. 
 
Interviewer: Sounds like a-  
 
Robinson: I could eat the whole slab. Leaving it to one. So, I have that one to look 
forward to. I might eat, I like Cornish hen a lot. I like the Cornish hen, I really do.  
 
Interviewer: How would you describe- you know, I've heard a lot of other people 
describe how Cozy Corner barbeque tastes- but how would you describe the taste of 
your barbeque? 
 
Robinson: I think it’s awesome, I really do. We both worked on the recipes. We 
worked on putting it together for a long time. We really never thought it was good as 
even I think it is now, but people, our friends kept telling us, you know? It’s different. 
When we were putting the sauces and stuff together,  
 
[0:38:00] 
we would put this in and my husband would say, “well, what do you think?” and I 
would say, “It would be fine but let’s put a little of that in it and you tell me what you 
think.” We would put it together and somebody would taste it and they would say 
wow. I really think that it’s good, really good. 
 
Interviewer: What makes it so different? What about the taste makes it stand out 
from other- you know, if someone had never tasted Cozy Corner barbeque before 
and asked you what it taste like how would you describe the taste of it? 
 
Robinson: Let me just explain to you what I think about taste. I do want to say this, 
it’s all about taste. That’s all it’s about, is taste. When I want some Gus’s 
 
[0:39:00] 
fried chicken that nobody else will do, you know why? 
 
Interviewer: You need to talk to her about that, she loves some Gus’s. 
 
Robinson: You can tell him. Nobody else’s will do, why? Because it’s got that taste, 
right? Whatever it is they got in it, it’s got that taste. Somebody told me they had this 
in it, and I don’t care what they got in it as long as they keep making it. Then 
somebody came in here the other day and said, “I saw that they had ranch dressing 
in it.” I said, “I don’t care what they got in it, just let them keep making it.” I love 
Gus’s fried chicken, and I feel like other people are the same way. You might go to 



another restaurant and get a pork sandwich, but when you want ribs, it’s all about 
the taste. You want the taste that we provide. It’s about the taste, it’s as simple as 
that. When I want a McDonald’s hamburger, Burger King won’t do. 
 
[0:40:00] 
I want that taste, that’s why I go to a restaurant and I like to go to all of them. And 
guess what, I eat ribs when I go to T.G.I. Friday’s ribs with that Jack Daniel’s sauce 
on it is good.  
 
Interviewer: If they heard you say that they’d probably put you on the T.G.I. Friday’s 
commercial.  
 
Robinson: I eat anywhere I go and they got barbeque, I’ll taste it. I just want to see 
what they’re doing with it. Yeah, I’ll taste, get me some of that as a side dish or as a 
main dish. Yes, I like it, and I like other people’s cooking. It doesn’t have to be mine, 
I know I’m the greatest.  
 
Interviewer: I think so. 
 
Robinson: I already know my barbeque is great. I already know that so it’s alright. I 
wouldn’t care if there was a barbeque place next door to us. 
 
Interviewer: Really?  
 
Robinson: Wouldn’t bother me one bit.  
 
Interviewer: I don’t know how good they would do if they were next door to y’all. 
Might get hurt on that one. 
 
[0:41:00] 
But going back to this restaurant, I guess y’all have been in the community almost 
25, no, 35 years now-  
 
Robinson: 32. 
 
Interviewer: Oh okay. What kind of role do you think this restaurant plays in the 
Memphis community, or this community? 
 
Robinson: Well, I’d certainly like to think it plays a positive role because, you know, 
Memphis has been great to us. People coming in and buying from all over, from 
everywhere in the area. From Arkansas, folk coming, Cordova, Germantown, 
Mississippi. Usually if they’ve come for lunch especially that far they’ll say I’ve come 
along and I’m always grateful to them for it because it’s just a wonderful thing that 
they would dare to come, but it’s about the taste, it’s the taste that they want. I know 
because that’s what I want when I go to a restaurant.  



 
[0:42:00] 
 
Interviewer: I’ve noticed when I come in, you always seem to have a very diverse 
crowd of different people who look like they’re from different professions and 
different races and income levels, I guess. Has it always been like that or-? 
 
Robinson: From day one. 
 
Interviewer: Really? 
 
Robinson: From day one.  
 
Interviewer: People just want that taste. 
 
Robinson: Yes. That’s just how it’s been.  
 
Interviewer: Maybe let’s, just for a minute, I know we’ve been talking for a while so I 
don’t want to keep you too much longer, let’s talk about barbeque in Memphis as a 
whole. Why do you think barbeque is so important in Memphis? 
 
Robinson: As I think back, I remember when the chicken industry bombarded 
 
[0:43:00] 
Memphis and they’re probably all over the country. KFC and all of those people. I 
remember hearing somebody say one time, “This chicken thing that we got going on 
in Memphis is only going to last about ten years and then we’ll be doing something 
else.” Of course, that’s not true, we know that it’s still here, we still like the fried 
chicken, but I think it’s a similar thing. It’s something that came up and people 
decided, this is nice, let’s go with this. Adding something to the menu. Fish once a 
week. All my life we ate fish once a week and nobody is Catholic in my family, but 
we all ate fish once a week and I think it’s just a thing that people decided to- and 
then a few people came along and made barbeque taste good. Cole Pepper’s was 
awesome, it was very good.  
 
[0:44:00] 
I think that down through the years it got better and better. People ate more and 
more and they enjoy it. People love to eat. Did you know you’d change the nose on 
your face before you’d change your eating habits?  
 
Interviewer: I imagine it’s true. 
 
Robinson: When I say change, I mean just go and give up, I’m not saying you won’t 
take in, but to give up what you really like and enjoy. You going to stick with it. 
 



Interviewer: In my research about this project, I’ve been living in Memphis for four 
years but I’ve never quite grasped how many different barbeque restaurants there 
really are. I mean I knew about the big ones like your restaurant and some other- 
 
Robinson: You call ours the big ones? 
 
Interviewer: Oh, yeah. The big names. 
 
[0:45:00] 
I mean there’s so many. Do you think that’s a good thing? That there are so many 
barbeque restaurants in Memphis?  
 
Robinson: Sure. You get a taste for barbeque you don’t have to go far. Everybody’s 
got something good on the menu. Top’s shoulder is excellent.  
 
Interviewer: Let’s see, I’ve got a long list of questions here but- well here’s a 
question. What was it like going from- you said you were working for Bell South, can 
you describe what you were doing for Bell South?  
 
Robinson: I worked in sever positions. I started as Direct Assistance Operator, went 
from there to Service Rep., went from there to First-Line Management. That’s where 
I retired. You know the Direct Assistance, information. Service Rep’s were in the 
business office handling bills 
 
[0:46:00] 
and selling and that sort of thing and when I became management, I had Service 
Rep’s working for me and that’s when I retired.  
 
Interviewer: Was it much of a shift from Bell South to running the restaurant?  
 
Robinson: Well I was retired ten years before I came because I came when my 
husband died because the children were running it. Our two children. I just didn’t 
want them to be alone I said I’m going to go in and just support them, and I came in 
and I enjoyed it so much, and I still do, it’s a delight. All of my grandchildren have 
graduated from college and they’re here in Memphis. One is a third-generation pit 
master over there and it’s just a delight to get up every morning and know that 
you’re going to spend the day with your family. We get along well and that’s a 
blessing. 
 
Interviewer: So, your family is pretty involved in the restaurant? 
 
Robinson: Very much involved. At one time it was mostly family 
 
[0:47:00] 



working here. Cousins and that sort of thing. We still have relatives working other 
than my grandchildren. 
 
Interviewer: What other members of your family do you have working at the 
restaurant?  
 
Robinson: Cousins, you know, from different sides of the family and those who used 
to work here- one of my cousins, I said I never see you anymore. She said, “Well no 
I don’t come up there because you put me to work every time I come up there,” she 
said, “and I want to eat just like everybody else.” So, somebody walks in who has 
worked here before, one of our relatives, and we busy. 
 
Interviewer: You put them to work? 
 
Robinson: Well the truth of matter is they’ll get a towel and go to cleaning tables. 
They’ll really do it and she was just joking. She loves every minute of it.  
 
Interviewer: She probably likes coming back and working.  
 
Robinson: Yes, yes. Even people who are not in our family, many people as me if 
the boys behind the counter are our family members I say, “No but they think they 
are.” Most of them call me 
 
[0:48:00] 
either mama or grandmama and they’re eat out when we go out, they go with us. 
Meet us and go with us. It’s really a family affair, people who come to work here 
become family.  
 
Interviewer: Typically, when people think of barbeque, I think they’re wrong on this, 
people think of men these days, what is it like as a woman running a barbeque 
restaurant? Do you think the experience has been any different for you because of 
your gender? 
 
Robinson: It’s unusual, Lesley Kelly with Commercial Appeal came and wrote an 
article on women in barbeque and I was a part of it and it’s different simply because 
folk are not used to seeing it. In the house, at home, as I said, any 
 
[0:49:00] 
barbequing that I knew about my mother taught me because, you know. Of course, 
studying commercial dietetics at Tuskegee I learned a lot, I learned some things. It’s 
different but I can almost remember the day that I heard somebody say, my 
husband’s going to be grilling tonight and I said, “Man, barbeque?” And then 
everybody’s husband was grilling on the weekend. The women kind of made the 
potato salad and the slaw and the whatever else of the meal. It’s different, but it’s 
alright. When I worked at the pit, when I first came, we had a cook but I was the 



second cook, and people would come in and see me cooking at the barbeque pit 
they’d say, “do you know what you’re doing?” I’d say, “I don’t have a clue.” I said, 
“But just keep on coming until I get it right.” Of course, you know, 
 
[0:50:00] 
they just didn’t know.  
 
Interviewer: Maybe it’ll go around in a circle, back to women running the barbeque. 
 
Robinson: It probably will, probably will.  
 
Interviewer: Probably will taste better. 
 
Robinson: I don’t know, it was pretty good. My husband was great. As a matter of 
fact, the house that we bought up here has a great big beautiful, and this was what, 
37, almost 40 years ago, it was a great big beautiful pit in the backyard and 
everybody said that we bought the house for the pit alone. Just because it had the 
pit and of course, it did have some bearing.    
 
Interviewer: While we’re talking, like I said, I don’t want to take up too much more of 
your time, but what memories do you have of your husband? That’s a pretty broad 
question. 
 
Robinson: I can answer that. Ok, I met him when I was thirteen, and we kind of 
 
[0:51:00] 
harassed each other for the first year. He would go to his friend’s house and call me 
up on the phone and tell me about some boyfriend, “Where do you find these stupid 
boys you dating.” You know? I said, “Why would you be calling my boyfriend 
stupid?” He said, “He carries your books. You’re stronger than he is, why don’t you 
carry your own books?” That sort of thing. So, we just carried that on for about a 
year. We eventually started dating and then got engaged when I was in high school. 
He went out of high school to the service. As a matter of fact- I've got two or three 
thoughts I want to be sure you get. We decided before he left that we would get 
engaged but not get married until he got back. He said the reason why 
 
[0:52:00] 
he wanted to get engaged is because he wanted the guys to see the ring on my 
finger and know that I was taken. As a matter of fact, we decided to date other 
people while he was away because he said he was not going to be over there 
twiddling his thumbs and he didn’t want me to do that either. It worked out because, 
you know, I’d tell guys, “I’m engaged and if you want to go out let’s go out, but that’s 
about as far as it’s going. And if you got a problem with that, go on, move on.” 
Believe it or not, there’s not one guy I dated that he was ever jealous of, because he 
said they were all stupid. [inaudible] married him, but he said they were all stupid 



because if they had had any sense, they would’ve hooked me. So, we had a great 
relationship with girls that he dated and guys that I had dated, there was never any 
jealousy about any of them, because I felt the same way about him. They had any 
sense at all they’d’ve hooked him. 
 
[0:53:00] 
We were married 42 years before he died. He was a great guy, he was definitely the 
man of my dreams. I never saw a guy before I met him that I liked as well, nor have I 
seen one since he died that I thought I would be the slightest interested in. He was 
quite a man. He was a great father, he was a great husband, he was a great son. 
His mother is yet alive. We are blessed with five generations now. He was 
everything and more that I ever expected him to be and my life was just so great 
with him. There were times when, especially when I wasn’t working, and this is why I 
know that one person can make it if you will cut back and not have all the things that 
you want, because when things would get really tight he would say that things are 
going to change, things will get better. And I can remember things got better and 
better and got greater and greater. 
 
[0:54:00] 
We had a great life, he was a great man, he was a wonderful son, and wonderful 
husband, a wonderful man. A wonderful father to both of our children, and to 
everybody else’s children. We always had somebody else’s children in the house. 
And of course they are like our children even now. They are grown and got children 
and some of them, you know? 
 
Interviewer: When he was running the restaurant and I guess also in your 
experience running the restaurant was it- maybe especially your husband when he 
first started, how much time was he putting in to the restaurant. Was it hard for him 
opening up the barbeque restaurant? 
 
Robinson: No, we didn’t roll like that. Now, I’m not going to say there weren’t difficult 
times, but we tried to arrange it so that 
 
[0:55:00] 
everything was manageable. Well, first of all, my husband was overweight and had 
heart conditions for years and we had to remember that, and that’s why we are 
closed Mondays. Now, we are closed Sundays because we agreed to let all our 
employees go to church if they so desired. It’s up to them whether they go or not but 
we were going and we thought we would hook Sunday with Monday and that would 
be a little less stress for him.  
 
Interviewer: Maybe a better question would have been, what is it like running the 
restaurant? What was it like for him running the restaurant? What is it like for you?  
 



Robinson: It’s probably not nearly as hectic for me as it might have been for him on 
the outset. The business flourished so quickly. One of the things that happened 
when we first opened was we got a contract with  
 
[0:56:00] 
Memphis Queen, the river boat. Their business just grew, grew, grew to the point 
where we had to cancel the contract because we could not handle the requests. By 
this time, the business was increasing in here because when we started with them 
we weren’t getting much business in here. Nobody knew about us, we never 
advertised. Except by word of mouth. The people who we served food to on the 
riverboat told their friends so people starting coming in here. Also, Memphis Cotton 
Council over on North Parkway, we got so much business from them. So, people 
began to tell people and it was just, it got busy. And he would attempt to hold down, 
now. Now, he stayed open from ten until seven. When I came in the first thing I did 
was cut the hours to five, just because I  
 
[0:57:00] 
didn’t want to be here after that.  
 
Interviewer: I’m sure you’ve had a lot of fun or interesting experiences working here 
with customers with all that. Is there anything that really stands out in your mind, any 
memories of the restaurant in terms of, maybe, someone who came in who 
surprised you. Just amusing stories, anything you’d like to tell on. 
 
Robinson: Well, people, especially famous people, famous people began to come in. 
When they would come in, they would just come in and get in line like everybody 
else. Major Dad, what was his name? You know the Major Dad character? Anyway, 
whosoever remembers- his name keeps coming. He was standing in line one day, 
 
[0:58:00] 
and he just came through you know. There was Danny Glover. You know, famous 
people would just come in. Somebody just told me one day, “There’s a famous 
person eating dinner back there, and it’s a young lady who played on Will Smith’s 
series where he was the nephew?” 
 
Interviewer: Oh, “Fresh Prince of Bel-Air?” 
 
Robinson: Yes, and she was his girlfriend. She was back there. 
 
Interviewer: So, I went back there and said, “Someone told us there was a famous 
person back here, why didn’t you tell us you were famous?” She said, “I’m not 
famous.” And they are so nice, people come in and they are so nice. Very nice, I tell 
you. And I have been one to ask people, “How did you find out about us?” and one 
guy told me Danny Glover told him to come in. He said, “I was in California and I 



saw Danny Glover and I told him how good I thought the food was and he said “well 
if you think this food is good, go to Memphis  
 
[0:59:00] 
and go to Cozy Corner and you’ll find out.” When he came and he told me what he 
was said. So, so many interesting things. There was a family here one day, and the 
grandson had just graduated from medical school, and somebody brought the family 
from out of town, parents, grandparents and those people here for lunch. They 
passed the [inaudible] restaurant. And so that relationship with them. He comes in 
and he eats and I told him well, and most of them live out of town, and I told them, 
“I’ll take care of him as long as he’s here. I can assure you he’ll eat.” And I said, 
“You take care of him when he’s at home.” We’ve got a nice relationship. He was in 
just the other day and I said, “Is all the family alright?” You know, those kinds of 
things. There are so many things that happened and it’s amazing the various and 
[inaudible] that people find out about us because I say to them, “Well how did you 
find out about us?”  
 
[1:00:00] 
And sometimes it’s from the books on the counter, sometimes it’s from some of the 
stuff they’ve seen on television about us. I think I’ve told you, I don’t know if we’ve 
done this, about the food critic that came in from London. 
 
Interviewer: Let me hear the story again. 
 
Robinson: Okay, this happened the first year we opened. His name was Floyd, his 
last name was Floyd but I can’t remember what his first name was. He came in from 
London and he did a taping and he told us he would try and get it on PBS but he 
wasn’t sure he could, he never did. He put it on the airplanes. People would come in 
and say, “I saw you when I was on my way to Africa. I saw you on my way to 
wherever.” But they would come in and let us know that’s how they came. That’s 
 
[1:01:00] 
how we got, initially, so much international business, because people had seen that. 
Especially, you know, where the kangaroos are?  
 
Interviewer: Australia. 
 
Robinson: Australia. Yeah. Australia. See, you can tell an Australian from his dialect. 
Also, the English people, we get a lot of people from England. So that really worked 
well for us, that gave us lots of publicity internationally. So, we were blessed by that, 
and then people just started coming in, like you, saying I’d like to do this or I’d like to 
do that and we would agree.  
 
Interviewer: Where did y’all come up with the name? With the name Cozy Corner? 
Or where did your husband come up-? 



 
Robinson: My husband would hold a nickel until the eagle faded off. He would not 
spend any money that he didn’t have to spend. The very sign on  
 
[1:02:00] 
the cross was the sign that was here. He wouldn’t even have it painted because it 
would cost him money. We are using the same telephone number that we used, that 
they used, because it cost about twelve, thirteen dollars to change it. He would not 
change it. So, whoever had this business before we did, we’re using your name, and 
we’re using your number.  
 
Interviewer: You’re using it better than they did.  
 
Robinson: He said, “Well, I think Cozy Corner is a good name, why should we 
change it?” 
 
Interviewer: Well [coughing] 
 
Robinson: Want some water? 
 
Interviewer: No, no I’m ok. I just have one more question. In doing all my research, 
one of the things that I’ve been coming across, I’ve been trying to figure out, I’ve 
been seeing so many different spellings of barbeque, and BBQ or spell it out with 
the Q in it or the C in it. So, I just wanted to ask everyone I talk to, do you 
 
[1:03:00] 
think there is one way to spell barbeque?  
 
Robinson: No. 
 
Interviewer: How should I be spelling barbeque?  
 
Robinson: How ever it reads. How ever you want to spell it. I probably spell it a 
different way every time I write it, and it’s alright, there’s nothing wrong with that.  
 
Interviewer: Is there anything else that I haven’t asked about that you would like to 
talk about? We are really trying to capture your story so anything that I should’ve 
asked you about or that you want to talk about? 
 
Robinson: I’d like to spin on my family a little bit. 
 
Interviewer: Please. That would be great. 
 
Robinson: By telling you that, and I’ve told you that we are now a five-generation 
family. The oldest being ninety, she’s young to this day, and the youngest being two. 



She’s two now. We’ve got four generations working in here which means the two-
year old is working, which means the other grandchildren, because my daughter did 
not send them to a day care, they were raised in her office. I’m very delighted about 
the fact that the children 
 
[1:04:00] 
are interested in keeping the business going. My husband and I accomplished our 
dream. Our desire was to create a product that was the best that people ever had. A 
few people, that were interested in serving masses, just a few people, but we 
wanted to serve them a great product. My children tell me they- 
 
[1:04:25] 
[END]  


