She specialized in cakes, good deeds

By Katie Vick 
Daily Times Intern 
SARATOGA -- Perhaps it's the sweet taste of her freshly made cakes that first reels you in toward her, but it's her personality that really hooks you. 
Spend five minutes talking to Jessie Lou White of Saratoga, and you'll never want to leave her side, because she is probably one of the kindest people you will ever meet. That's what her friends say. 
White's gentle voice is soothing to the soul, and the soft wrinkles that frame her eyes indicate she has lived a rich life -- one that she wouldn't trade for anything in the world. 
Born Dec. 21, 1917, in Wayne County, White moved with her family to a farm in Saratoga after a year. As a child, White quickly learned how to care for others, because her grandmother, an invalid, lived at home with them. 
The mothering skills White had begun to grasp as a child resurfaced several years later, when her mother died after her youngest brother was born. White found herself caring for her father, three sisters and one brother. 
"She was the matriarch of her family," said Margaret Thigpen, a friend of White's. 
White was able to move on with her life, though she found it difficult to pull herself away from her family. 
She had a life of her own to begin. She married James Herbert White March 9, 1946. Together, they raised a family of three children in Saratoga. As a beautician, White worked at two salons, one of which was her own -- Lou's Beauty Shop. 
Then she found herself once again giving round-the-clock care to a family member. This time, she acted as her husband's nurse. He suffered a massive stroke and was no longer able to talk or care for himself. In 1976, he died. 
"Her family is all the world to her, and she is all the world to them," Thigpen said. 
White didn't let the loss consume her life . A member of Saratoga Free Will Baptist Church for at least 50 years, White made quilts for the annual Harvest Day Auction and cooked cakes for people in the church. 
She made her first quilt as a child and is now famous for them. Her mother gave her feed bags and taught her how to make her first quilt. 
Today, she makes them out of matching fabrics. So far, she has made quilts for half of her grandchildren, and for church events. Her quilts sell for hundreds of dollars. 
"I've never sold one for myself," said White. "I don't even own one, except for the one my mother helped me with." 
White does not seem to do any of her good deeds with herself in mind. Her friend, Mary Alice Stehley, offers one example. 
"One time she saw some men from the state working on the road outside, and she wanted to help them," said Stehley. "So she went inside and fixed them chicken pasty and corn bread. They sat outside and ate it." 
Stehley also cited instances in which White brought her a piece of cake at the post office, and flowers to her home. 
"My husband asked one time, 'Why does she do so much for you?' I said she doesn't do any more for me than she does for anyone else," she said. 
The members of Saratoga Free Will Baptist know they can count on White to bake goods for various events as well. 
"Whenever there is a meal or Bible school, she always brings drinks or refreshments," said Thigpen. 
She is well-known for her "Twinkie" cake, which according to Thigpen is a favorite among children in the church. 
Recently, White found herself nursing another person back to good health -- herself. Last May, she had open-heart surgery at Wake Medical Center. 
"I'm very thankful to be able to take care of myself," she said. "I'm thankful to be home." 
White said it is her faith in God that keeps her moving each day, and giving to others. "I pray a lot. I think that is the key," she said. "At least, it is for me."
