
around 150 each year, contained either a 

turkey, chicken or canned ham along with 

side dishes of vegetables, cranberries, fruit 

and margarine. The baskets also contained 

directions on how to cook the food and 

use the leftovers.

Bickley lived with her husband Frank in 

Euclid for many years. The first black fam-

ily to buy a home in Euclid, the Bickleys 

lived on Tracy Avenue. Theirs was the third 

home on a street that consisted mostly 

of orchards. Shortly after the death of 

her husband in November of 1993, Verna 

Bickley moved to Minnesota to be with her 

nephew. Verna Gorman Bickley died on 

October 1, 2006.

VERNA BICKLEY

Accomplished Cook and Dietitian
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One of a family of ten children, Verna Gor-

man was born in 1904 in Americus, Geor-

gia. Her family later moved to Oil City, 

Pennsylvania where she attended high 

school. Her mother worked as a caterer. 

Not surprisingly, young Verna learned to 

cook and began selling fried pies and but-

terscotch chips around the neighborhood.  

It soon became a thriving business. Her 

father built her a three-tiered cart to carry 

the baked goods around. By the time she 

was nine years old, Bickley had earned 

$50 for her endeavors. Bickley went on to 

Clarion State Normal College in Clarion, 

Pennsylvania where she studied home 

economics. She transferred to Western 

Reserve University in Cleveland where she 

studied dietetics (the study of food and 

nutrition) and graduated at the top of her 

class. In the 1920s, she met and married 

Frank Emerson Bickley, a postal worker.

Not many institutions would hire a black 

dietitian in those days so Verna decided 

to use her skills as a cook to find employ-

ment. Over the years she worked in many 

popular Cleveland area establishments. 

During the 1950s, Bickley worked making 

pastries at Gruber’s Restaurant in Shaker 

Heights. Shortly after its opening in 1952, 

Gruber’s was rated as one of the ten best 

restaurants in the United States. Many 

judges, attorneys, politicians, and sports 

figures ate there.  Among the most notable 

were Bill Veeck, owner of the Cleveland 

Indians, and Paul Brown, head coach of 

the Cleveland Browns. Bickley then went 

on to work as a pastry chef at Marie Sch-

reiber’s Tavern Chop House in the Hollen-

den House Hotel in Downtown Cleveland. 

Bickley also worked in Stouffer’s bakery 

shops and headed Verna’s Kitchen Kup-

board for the Schwebel Baking Company.

Bickley shared her knowledge 

of food with anyone who was 

interested. During the 1960s, 

she was food editor of Designs 

For Gracious Living, a quarterly 

magazine started by Madelyne 

Blunt. The magazine was 

aimed for the black com-

munity and featured recipes along with 

child-raising tips, home furnishing ideas, 

and fashions. It also featured prominent 

black citizens at home and at leisure. Bick-

ley visited several foreign countries over 

the years and incorporated foods from 

those countries into her recipes. After a trip 

to England in 1961, she concocted the Tav-

ern Sherry Triffle. When the everyday food 

of the South became known as “soul food” 

in the 1960s, she shared the recipes in 

numerous publications. When asked how 

soul food got its name, Bickley replied “My 

people ate food that stuck to their ribs and 

sustained them for the hard life.”  

Bickley also used her knowledge of cook-

ing while doing charity work.  She was part 

of a group which distributed food baskets 

to needy families with children each Christ-

mas. The baskets, which usually numbered 


