
Fresh Oysters!: Nancy and James Callender’s Restaurant 

By Stephen Allten Brown 

 

A newspaper advertisement in the December 5, 1874 issue of the Greenbrier Independent 

promises, “Fresh Oysters, either by the gallon, half gallon, quart, pint, or half pint, or by the 

plate” (Figure 1). This advertisement was from a long-standing restaurant in Lewisburg, West 

Virginia that was owned and operated by African American residents James Callender and his 

wife Nancy Lettitia Perkins Callander.   

 Nancy Lettitia Perkins (figure 2) was born on April 12, 1842 in Lewisburg when it was still part 

of Virginia. Family tradition is that Nancy learned to cook in the Mason Mathews household.2, 3 

It was illegal to teach an enslaved person to read or write, yet 11 years after the Emancipation 

Proclamation was ratified, Nancy and her husband, James Callender, were business owners. 

Their restaurant operated for 52 consecutive years, a remarkable achievement. Their restaurant 

building is now Edith’s Health & Specialty Store at 1035 East Washington Street. (Figure 3) 

shows what the building looked like when it was a restaurant. There have been reports of 

Nancy’s ghost wandering upstairs, but that’s another story . . . 

About that Coca-Cola sign in the window: Nancy loved Coca-Cola and made certain the 

restaurant stocked enough bottles for her and her customers. Hard to imagine now, but stocking 

the soft drink was a clever marketing strategy due to its limited availability at the time. The first 

glass of Coca-Cola was sold on May 8, 1886 at Jacobs Drugstore in Atlanta, which averaged a 

mere nine sales a day.  Thus, the availability of Coca-Cola contributed to the restaurant’s 

continued success since it was “imported” all the way from Atlanta, Georgia. The importance of 

offering a revolutionary soft drink is underscored by a legal notice in the July 8th, 1886 issue of 



the Greenbrier Independent that specifically prohibits, “the privilege of selling spirituous 

liquors,” while announcing that the restaurant had been granted a license to continue operating. 

 

James and Nancy Callender began renting the building on Main Street (now Washington Street) 

from Sally A. Reynolds Patton on April 1, 1874. The term of the rental was $20.00 per year for 

five years. According to Greenbrier County Will Book 3, Page 227 – May 15, 1858, Nancy and 

her mother were owned by Sally Ann Reynolds Patton. Upon Sally Patton’s death in 1892, her 

property was auctioned off to pay her debts. Nancy was the high bidder for the lot with 39 feet 

fronting Main Street where the restaurant was located. An announcement in the February 20, 

1896 issue of Greenbrier Independent reads, “A deed from John A. Preston, commissioner, to 

Nancy Callender — acres of land in Lewisburg.” Owning property was an exceptional 

achievement for a woman, especially a woman of color, since women (mostly white) didn’t 

achieve voting rights until 1920. Nancy Perkins Callender was a pioneer in every sense.  

 

Nancy's husband, James Callender, shared her independent spirit. He also had a sense of humor, 

in addition to being a successful merchant and a pioneer in his own right, an emancipated slave 

who pushed the boundaries of the color barrier. Most ex-slaves believed emancipation was a sign 

that God would soon call them to heaven. Prayer meetings could become quite emotional, with 

many people praying aloud, asking, beseeching God to let Gabriel blow his horn and summon 

them to heaven. James Callender had a few misgivings about hearing Gabriel’s horn—especially 

since the only way to get to heaven was to die. He knew from experience that nobody was in any 

hurry to stop living. One evening, he went to church before the others and hid in the upper 



gallery with a toy horn. When everybody started calling on Gabriel to blow his horn and 

summon them to heaven, James sounded the call. Panic! Parishioners knocked over benches and 

ran into walls in their hurry to get outside where they could hide behind bushes and trees. James 

was the only one laughing, and his trick nearly got him thrown out of future meetings. 

 

Nancy is featured in an advertisement for the “Eating Saloon” from the January 22, 1880 issue of 

the Greenbrier Independent.  One of Nancy’s specialties was oyster soup, according to the 

family’s oral history. Fresh oysters and seafood were imported from Baltimore, Maryland. The 

logistics of supplying fresh seafood in the 1870s and 1880s meant the restaurant had something 

special to offer, drawing customers and developing repeat business . . .  

To read the rest of the article and purchase the journal.  

To join my mailing list and be kept informed of new releases. 

In summation: Another fitting tribute to Nancy, and worth noting, is that the current mayor of 

Lewisburg, Beverly White, and the author of this article, Stephen Allten Brown, are Nancy’s 

descendants through her son, Frank Randolph Perkins Sr.  Nancy Littitia Perkins Callender’s 

pioneering spirit lives on. 
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Figure 2.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. 
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