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Foreword

Soul of the South

In 2011, I wrote an essay for Garden & Gun on why Southern women are inherently different. That essay generated more response than anything I’ve published before or since in a nearly thirty-year writing career. Most of the feedback was positive. Some was less so. But the passion behind both the writing and the reading of that initial exploration into Southern womanhood could not be denied, and led the editors of Garden & Gun and me to start discussing the possibility of a book. We Southern women may not agree on all things, but we certainly have opinions, and that very willingness to hold and share our convictions is a kind of cultural glue.

It is an admittedly tricky thing to summarize a subset of people, to generalize, to group. Inevitably there will be those who argue, rightly, that they don’t fit into the mold. And yet, over my years of interviewing dozens upon dozens of Southern women (never mind being raised by many), I’ve found those women to be the first to assert their own social distinctiveness, often with pride, always with ownership.

Southern women identify as Southern women, and whether that means drinking sweet tea or lassoing bucks or walking barefoot in sun-dappled hollers or graduating summa cum laude from Spelman or galloping Thoroughbreds across a carpet of bluegrass or dancing at cotillion or sweating over a Lowcountry boil or singing soul-swelling gospel in church, the imprint of Southernness remains. Despite the reflexive stereotyping that happens around all things Southern (and all things female), Holly Hunter is not Sandra Bullock, who is not Jesmyn Ward, who is not Octavia Spencer, who is not Nina Simone, who is not Beyoncé, who is not Dolly Parton (just as Shelby is not M’Lynn, who’s not Truvy nor Ouiser nor Annelle nor Clairee). But Southern is as Southern does, and when it comes down to it, the granular particulars fade in the beam of our uncommon commonalities.

Southern women recognize themselves in each other. We suss it out and we smile at the detection. We draw together like magnets, especially when we’re no longer in the South and finding a kindred spirit feels like nothing so much as quenching a thirst. It is a relief to feel at home in the company of another. To not have to explain your peculiarities. To jettison shame. To laugh as loud as you please.

Southern women, regardless of where we hail from in the region, share a consciousness of certain truths, a lean toward humor and humility and hard work, a tether (whether we like it or not) to the landscape, an impulse to give, a yearning for glory. We take the ingredients we’re handed and make delicious gumbo. We leave nothing out. We prefer it that way. We also carry in our cells a brutal, burdensome history, an awareness of wrongs that can never be made right. We plant flowers anyway.

The first Southern woman who shaped me was my grandmother. She spent most of her years in a no-stoplight West Virginia factory town where she knew everyone and everyone she knew worked long shifts in dank, dusty halls making fancy dishware for restaurants in cities they’d never visit. This did not stop her from curling her hair and painting her face every day. A habit less about vanity than self-respect, a refusal to let anyone look down his or her nose at her simply because she lived along the tar-stripped roads of Appalachia. She taught her three daughters the same. To stand up straight, to carry themselves with dignity and class, to have manners. To be unimpeachable in the larger world, should they have the good fortune to find themselves amid it one day.

My aunt Jill was a tomboy, the type of Southern girl who raised tadpoles and spent as many hours as possible among animals of all sorts. Her sister Jody was a firecracker. Mouthy and funny with no appetite for bullshit unless it was her own. My mother was the eldest, a local beauty queen who worked her way through college at West Virginia University even though her father assured her she could “meet a husband” at home. Instead, she met her spouse, my birth father, the first day of freshman year. He asked her out for an ice cream sundae. (“If he’d asked me to go for a drink, I’d have said no.”)

They married, she got pregnant, he left. Still, she stayed in school, raising an infant with the help of neighbors who took pity on the pretty young coed and her baby girl, leaving boxes of canned goods and homemade pound cake at the rental apartment doorstep.

My mother was a different sort of Southern woman than her mother and her sisters, but they shared a collective spine, a familiar hunger. West Virginia was in their bloodstream, and all had hillbilly pride, even as they knew the folly of such. I inherited said pride, the chippiness of a child reared in an overlooked class on donated beans and cake, and I carry it with me now, that same spine, the same hunger that my female ancestors had.

So it is for all Southern women, this inescapable infusion of the past, the ghosts of what came before us as distracting and fated as a moth batting a porch light with its wings. Southern girls come of age in a land riven with contradiction and cruelty. The South is not simple or unsullied, and we see no reason to believe otherwise. Say what you will about the saccharine ethos of the Southern belle: On matters that matter, Southern women do not pretend. We see it all, in all of it. Ugliness knotted with beauty, glorious blankets of kudzu that strangle the trees, frogs that serenade like jazz ensembles, longhorn skulls bleached to ivory in the Texas sun. We understand life is gravy. That there is no true separation between one thing and another, that mercy can be found in the foulest well, wisdom in pockets of madness. As such, we crave vinegar as much as we crave sugar. We welcome excess and flavor and drama and music and being moved by the spirit. We know life is one giant drag show, and we dress accordingly.

Over my lifetime, I’ve met so many Southern women who have taught me how to behave, how to misbehave, how to love, how to leave, how to be a mother, how to be a child. My sisters, warm but tough Southern mamas, who will spit needles as easily as they set a welcoming table if you cross them or their kith and kin. Miss Elaine, a surrogate mother of absolute grace and graciousness, who inspires me to stand taller, to be better than I believe I am. Friend and poet Nikky Finney, who brings me to tears nearly every time we speak, so brimming is she with fire and hope, her talent a rebuke to the world’s brutality. My cherished girlfriends: Melissa, who left Texas but carries its bigheartedness with her everywhere; Misty, whose fizzy eccentricities make me feel drunk with happiness; and Peggy, who can do everything from bake a perfect chocolate cake to play fiddle to paint portraits of her daddy, a gal for whom nothing seems too challenging—a quality I’ve found more often than not among Southern women, who can always be counted on to get the job (any job) done.

I recently visited Tennessee to call on Peggy and my other female confidants there. We all made supper together, swirling around the small kitchen as if dancing, touching each other’s shoulders and hips as we inched past, pots aloft. We talked about news and children and okra and cancer and how fat we were all getting and how little, in the end, we really cared.

After hours at the table, bellies full of garden tomatoes and bourbon, we headed to the piano in the foyer, where we began to sing. Leah played guitar, Peggy the accordion. Biz thumped her chest like a drum, while Lois swayed with my ailing dog, Milton, cuddling him like an infant. Julie picked the first few songs—long-forgotten old-timey murder ballads. We all joined in on the choruses, our voices swelling and warbling the pitch-black lyrics that somehow made us feel full of brio. My daughters snuggled together on a nearby couch, smiling at that darkness, seeing in real time how a group of women can turn tragedy into harmony, can leaven the sorrow of life by bathing it in light.

This is what Southern women do.

We come together to make the best of the world as it is, while nudging the world to be better than it has been, and we do it hand in hand, arms linked, voices rising.

To be a Southern woman is to be forever safeguarded in a sisterhood that reaches hundreds of miles. One that will be there in the gloaming. And the dawn.

Singing.

—Allison Glock




Introduction

Grit & Grace

When we named Garden & Gun back in 2007, we wanted to evoke a love of the land, a sensibility that adds depth to the stories we tell about the South and the way we live here. But when I think about those two words, I also can’t help but recall my grandmothers.

I wrote once, in an early issue, about how those two women represented the essence of not only the garden and the gun, but also grit and grace. My maternal grandmother—we called her Mama—lived on a tobacco farm in North Carolina, where she raised my mother and five other children. Summer days spent with Mama were magical—gathering eggs, riding tractors, eating fresh-picked watermelon on the front porch. My paternal grandmother lived in the little town of Warrenton, North Carolina, and her social graces were impeccable. Our visits were announced in the local paper, and while she and my grandfather were not well-off, she set a beautiful table—sparkling goblets, lovely linens, and plates full of perfect biscuits and bacon.

Like many Southern women, Grandmother and Mama, different though they may have seemed, each possessed both grit and grace, and I like to think I inherited those traits from them. Growing up in Columbia, South Carolina, I did nothing by half measures. Instead of giving an ordinary book report on Pippi Longstocking, I dressed up as the fun, irrepressible redhead and bounded into the classroom in character to tell my tale. I graduated at the top of my class in high school. And I fully attribute this drive to do just a little bit more than everyone else, and to try to do it better, to my mother and father. He was a college professor, and she was a former English teacher, and they encouraged me at every turn to spread my wings—to do anything I set my mind to.

[image: image]
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In retrospect, that work ethic—that grit—and the grace I learned as a woman growing up in the South were both key to my success in the magazine world. I moved to New York after college and quickly made my mark selling retail advertising for GQ magazine—creating a new, nationwide business of in-store promotions for guys, a first in the men’s magazine world. When I was named the first female publisher of the New Yorker, the announcement made a splash, but I was focused on the gargantuan task of turning around what was at the time a money-losing magazine.

Invariably, I would be asked throughout those years in New York, “Isn’t it difficult to be a Southern woman in business in the Big Apple?” I always balked at the question—it wasn’t until I returned to the South in 2004, following stints at Mirabella and Fortune, that it occurred to me that perhaps I did approach business differently because of my Southern roots. When I first went over to the New Yorker as associate publisher, an interviewer asked me why the publisher wanted me, and I answered, “I think he knows I’ll bust my ass.” But looking back, that willingness to work hard was also aided by a little bit of Southern savvy—that ability to know how to sweeten your asks, to get people to see your side, to be fair and gracious to those you meet and manage.

It certainly took that same pluck to get Garden & Gun off the ground. When we first proposed the idea of a national magazine and brand about the South, no doubt we were looked at askance, and we experienced our bumps in the road along the way. But we knew that by celebrating the best of the Southern lifestyle, with spirit and soul, and by sharing captivating stories, we could appeal to an audience that was underserved—one that craved compelling writing about the land they loved.

One of the great privileges of this job has been meeting and spending time with our readers over the years—many who remind me of the fearless, funny, smart, driven, dynamic women from across the region whom you’ll meet in the following pages. Musicians, writers, chefs, actors, designers, entrepreneurs, artists, public servants, and more—from the MacArthur “genius” singer-songwriter-instrumentalist Rhiannon Giddens, to the Oscar-winning legend Sissy Spacek, to the late Queen of Creole Cuisine Leah Chase, to Pulitzer-winning poet Natasha Trethewey, to the Wall Street powerhouse (and another South Carolinian who turned New York on its head) Darla Moore.

Through interviews, odes, essays, and more, these world changers paint a portrait of the Southern woman today. Strong, richly diverse barrier breakers who have thrived because of—and in some cases, despite—the South. Women whose stories for too long have been overlooked or underestimated.

My teenage daughters, Lily and SaSa, are my highest accomplishments. My hope is that I’ve been able to pass down the grit and grace that run through my family and so many others in the South. And that they see themselves reflected in these portraits of risk-taking, big-dreaming Southern women. I think they will.

Rebecca Wesson Darwin

Cofounder & CEO, Garden & Gun

Charleston, South Carolina





Performers & Players
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Danielle Brooks
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Nominated for a 2016 Tony for her breathtaking turn on Broadway as Sofia in The Color Purple, the actor Danielle Brooks says she is eager to play every role on offer—the rom-com lead, the action hero, the comic-book villain, the femme fatale. “I know I’m capable of doing all of that,” she explains. “It’s just a matter of people being open to seeing things differently.” Brooks, who grew up in Greenville, South Carolina, helped alter just those types of perceptions as Litchfield inmate Tasha “Taystee” Jefferson in Netflix’s Emmy Award–winning Orange Is the New Black—a series, she emphasizes, that owed its popularity to presenting women of all types and predilections.

What did you take away from being raised a Southern woman?

Oh, my manners. When I first came to New York at seventeen, I’ll never forget being in class at Juilliard and calling one of the teachers “Miss Becky.” And she was like, “If you don’t stop calling us that!” I hold on to my Southern accent. I even have a few tattoos. A yellow jasmine on my body, which is the flower of South Carolina. And I have the number of my childhood address on my arm, a reminder of my family and the love that we have for each other. I just never want to forget where I grew up. When someone gets to really know me, they know I’m a Southerner.

You grew up singing in the church. When did you first realize you had a powerful voice?

I’ve been singing since I was young, but I’ve always been a hard critic [of myself]. I can hold a note, but I thought my voice was average. I didn’t realize that people really enjoyed my singing until I got hired in my first musical. Growing up in the South, I know what it is when a person can sang with an a. You know? But I discovered my voice could actually take me places.

In what way?

In the church, I didn’t get that many solos. My father sent me some tapes of me singing then, and when I look at those, I was super shy. I was holding back. The thing is, other people can feel like you have a voice, but until you believe it, it doesn’t really matter. And I’m just now really believing it.

And did that make you feel powerful in other ways?

Finding your voice is crucial, because when you find yours, you really do help others find theirs. I didn’t understand what level I was able to take it to until I was in Orange Is the New Black. That’s when I was like, Oh wow, this can go further than I ever imagined. I really can change things beyond my work. For example, I became a spokesperson for the 67% Project, which is highlighting the fact that 67 percent of women in America are plus size and only 1 to 2 percent of them are represented in media. Women who are plus size—we do matter and we deserve to be seen.

And now you’ve been seen—on television, on Broadway, in fashion magazines. Do people still try to put you in a box?

Mhmm. But I think everybody gets put in a box, to be honest. I think white girls with blond hair are put into boxes. Their box might be a little wider.

It must feel good to shatter those expectations.

Women want to see themselves in every way. I want to challenge people to not limit their imaginations. Not to limit a person. And by extension, not to limit the world that we live in.




In Her Own Words

Sissy Spacek
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The beloved actor and Quitman, Texas, native Sissy Spacek won the Academy Award for portraying Loretta Lynn—who hand selected her for the role—in 1980’s Coal Miner’s Daughter. When not starring in television series and films, she’s at the Virginia farm where she and her husband, Jack Fisk, raised their two daughters, Schuyler and Madison.



“In the beginning, when I first arrived in New York City, agents and managers would say, “Oh, honey, with that accent get back on the plane to Texas!” But then, my Southernness gave me my biggest opportunities. [Badlands director] Terry Malick said I was just what he was looking for, and that was the best experience of my life.

When I lived in New York City, I loved it so much. But every six months I had to go home to Texas to remember who I was. Get filled back up. I have a little coffee cup that my daughter gave me that says, “What would you try to accomplish if you knew you could not fail?” My roots allow me to let go of the fear of failure.

I wanted to give my children roots. Have them grow up with animals and dirt between their toes. In 1978 my husband and I got the farm as a place to get away for a month or so. Then in 1981, I got pregnant with Schuyler, and the stays got longer. I love cities. I do. But nature is my refuge. A bug hitting a screen on a summer night is music to me. The wind in the trees, the creek running full after a storm. All of those sounds are a choir that fills me up and calms me. It took me a long time to realize that.

We are, as my mother said, a product of our choices. The world would be better if we taught our children those types of things. Not how to wipe your mouth with a napkin so much as how to become someone worthwhile.

When I took my girls to college, I was thinking I forgot to tell them this and that, but things we say to them stick. We all face adversity, but it is not so much what happens to you in life, but how you respond to what happens. Staying king of the mountain isn’t important. It’s all that stuff our mothers taught us.”




Tig Notaro

Having survived both a near-fatal intestinal infection and breast cancer in 2012, the same year her mother passed away from an accident, the Mississippi native Tig Notaro has grown adept at handling the unforeseen. Her comedy set about those tragedies became the stuff of legend and touched people in ways that stand-up rarely does. It was a gutsy move, one Notaro—who cocreated and starred in One Mississippi, a TV series based on her childhood home—says she owes to her Southern spitfire mother, Mathilde.

Your mom was unconventional.

Oh yeah, very much. She empowered me to be myself, to say to hell with folks who didn’t get me. My mother was taught to be a pleaser, but she really rebelled against it and encouraged me to do so as well. I don’t think I realized when I was young that it was unusual for a mother to be advising her kid to tell everyone to go to hell. My mother was very flawed, but the strength and confidence that she instilled in me are solidly there. I know I got that from her.

Was that confidence and autonomy the best gift she gave you?

That and my sense of humor. She was a wilder, louder version of me. But somehow still the same. We have similar sensibilities. My mother pranked everybody all the time. She loved to see a prank unfold, and I’m the same way. She used to send water shots to people at bars and restaurants. And you’d see people nod and thank her across the room, and then you’d watch them toss back a shot of water.

You quit school in the ninth grade. How did your mother react to that?

My mother wanted me to go to school, but when I quit, she accepted it pretty quickly, and then began bragging to people that I dropped out. “Yeah, Tig’s off doing her own thing. She’s doing great!” And people are like, “She dropped out of high school!” My mother just told them I was happy, to leave me alone.

You’re a mother of twin boys, Finn and Max.

When I was a kid, I’d hear bad news, something happening in the world, and it would upset me and I’d want to tell my mother. And she would say, “Sweetie, please, I can’t. I can’t hear that.” It really pained her. I’ve always been very compassionate and empathized with people, but it’s a whole different depth of pain and cutting I feel as a mother when I know people are suffering. I see Max and Finn in everyone.

What do you and your wife, Stephanie Allynne, most want to impart to your children?

Having my health issues and losing my mother and experiencing fear of the end—they teach you what’s important. And it’s to spend time together, to be a family. Before the boys, life felt all over the place. I can’t believe how responsible and focused and excited for my future I am in a way I’ve never been before. I can’t believe this dropout failure could find so much joy and success.

You were raised in Pass Christian, Mississippi, and Spring, Texas. What defines the South for you?

The people. It took me a long time to realize these people were genuine, true characters. I’d bring home friends and their jaws would drop. Oh my gosh, your aunt, your uncle. And I was like, What? I didn’t realize there was anything different about them. I couldn’t see it. Once I went out into the wider world, I was like, Yeah, I guess they are kind of interesting people.

Do you see that eccentricity in yourself?

The way that I go about things, the essence of who I am, is Southern. When people go home with me, they’re like, Oh, right, this is why your pace, your sensibility, your delivery, is the way it is.
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In Her Own Words

Connie Britton

From 2006 to 2011 on Friday Night Lights, the actor Connie Britton portrayed one of the most admired Southern women in television history: the by turns tough-as-nails and tender Tami Taylor, whose husband coaches a Texas high school football team.



“My dad’s family was from Tennessee. I grew up in Lynchburg, Virginia, where we lived at the base of the Blue Ridge Mountains. As a kid I was totally into Southern rock. Lynyrd Skynyrd. ZZ Top. It was so part of who I was.

I went to New York out of drama school, and I lived in California. But when the character of Tami Taylor in Friday Night Lights came along, it jogged something in me, like, I know this woman. It clicked. She felt very familiar.

Growing up in the South, there is that character of Southern women that I find to be so specific and unique. In many ways, the South can be very traditional and confining. And what is interesting to me is how women find their way around it. Those obstacles create an amazing sense of humor, of fun, and ultimately, of integrity. The fiercest and savviest women I have ever known are the women I grew up with. I love that and have carried those lessons throughout my life.”
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Dixie Carter & Delta Burke

Life lessons from Designing Women

By Helen Ellis






When I was growing up in the eighties in Alabama, Mama would ban TV shows for two reasons: premarital sex or “It’s just a bunch of people standing around insulting each other.” The Love Boat and The Jeffersons fell under these categories. But Designing Women was in a class by itself. Its strong female leads were well mannered, kempt, and smart. And they promoted the values Mama thought her daughter should know.
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Dixie Carter, a Tri Delt at what is now the University of Memphis, played Julia Sugarbaker, the president and owner of an Atlanta interior design firm—the kind of woman who’ll stand, smooth the skirt of her candy-colored power suit, and then take off a gigantic clip-on earring to call a New York Times writer to correct his assertion that Southerners eat dirt. Delta Burke, Miss Florida 1974, played Suzanne, Julia’s sister and seemingly superficial silent partner. Suzanne was thrice divorced and looking to marry for more money. She had a pet pig and a glass case full of beauty pageant crowns. She was a former Miss Georgia World. Or as Julia, her big sister, would say, “The Miss Georgia!”

I didn’t know it at the time, but the Sugarbaker sisters were schooling me in feminism. For one, they taught me that women should support each other. In the episode in which the latest Miss Georgia World makes fun of Suzanne behind her back, it’s Julia’s ears that burn. Julia shuts the dressing-room door and gives the woman a dressing-down the likes of which haven’t been seen on TV since. But Julia has the grace to confront her in private.

They taught me that women should be their own best advocates. When a photographer asks Julia to suck on her strand of pearls for a portrait he is taking, she suggests he find himself an oyster because she doesn’t know any women who do that. She kicks him out of her house. When Suzanne wins Person Most Changed at her high school reunion because she’s gotten fat, she accepts the award for her own reasons: Her heart has gotten bigger—and she loves trophies.

They taught me that your girlfriends can save your life, in ways big and small. When a gynecologist tells a friend to ignore a lump in her breast, you call your doctor and make an appointment for her to get a second opinion. When your friend’s friend gets the nerve to leave her abusive husband, you give her money to help her get away. When another friend wants to pick up a man in a grocery store, you tell her to put pâté and flowers in her cart because men aren’t going to talk to a woman who’s wheeling around a twenty-five-pound sack of dog food and a big box of Kotex.

They taught me that you can create your own standard of beauty—and still be a strong woman. There were never two more gorgeous women on prime time. Julia and Suzanne had hot-rolled hair and full faces of makeup. If they were brands, they’d be Revlon’s Fire & Ice and Cherries in the Snow. They showed their legs and always wore pantyhose. They went to health spas. As part of an exercise regime, Suzanne did her old pageant talent routine in a silk blouse and platform espadrilles. Bonus Sugarbaker tip: If you forget your baton, go ahead and twirl anyway.




Sutton Foster

The actor, singer, and dancer Sutton Foster’s performances in more than a dozen Broadway shows, including two Tony Award–winning roles in Thoroughly Modern Millie and Anything Goes, marry earthy honesty with abundant talent. The Georgia native also displays that winsome combination as the star of the TV series Younger, for which she plays a forty-something woman so sunny and full of life she passes for a millennial.
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How did your childhood in Georgia shape you?

I was born in a small town, Statesboro. Then we moved to Athens, then Augusta. My dad worked for General Motors, so we relocated every few years. I remember Augusta the most. I loved being outside. We had huge pine trees in our yard. My dad would plant azaleas, and we had marigolds in the summer. I would take pine cones—it’s such a Southern thing—and I would make things out of them. I would play pretend, make pine-cone soup, whatever. I had a lot of energy. My mom put me in dance class really early, when I was four years old. She thought maybe dance classes would be good for me. I started getting involved with theater when I was around ten.

Then at age thirteen, you and your family moved to Detroit.

Detroit was a complete shock. Everyone thought I was from a foreign country. I had a really, really strong Southern drawl. I live in New York now, but I would say, fundamentally and morally, I’m Southern.

You’ve carried that value system with you.

Yeah. Like my aunt Mary Anne, whenever you stop by, she’s always pulling something from the freezer that she cooked, and there are always fresh cookies. That Southern hospitality, that sense of community, that sense of family. And also, man, Southern food. I am such a sucker for anything that’s fried or in a casserole form.

Do your Southern sensibilities translate to how you’re raising your own family?

It’s such a simple thing: I always say “yes, ma’am” and “no, ma’am.” I was raised to give respect to people who are older or in charge. I still say it. I get made fun of, especially in New York, but I decided I want to raise my daughter to do that. It’s something that I’m carrying from my Southern upbringing. It’s a part of my mom too, what my mom taught me. She passed away in 2013.

Did your mom encourage you to follow your artistic ambitions?

She did. My mom grew up in a one-light town. She was born in 1947, and she had aspirations. She loved the movies. She was very beautiful. She thought about modeling. And her father, being a good old Southern boy, was like, no. So she eloped with my dad when they were nineteen years old, and had a family instead. As soon as my brother and I showed signs of liking anything unconventional, she fostered it.

What has been your most harrowing performance experience?

Oh, they’re all harrowing in different ways. I would probably say Anything Goes. I didn’t know if I could pull it off. I almost quit right before we started rehearsals. I was like, This is going to be a disaster. I was just so afraid of failure.

What kept you from pulling out?

It was one of those things where I felt it was a huge turning point in my life, in the way I viewed my work and my creativity. I grew the most doing that show. But it was definitely the scariest thing I’ve ever done.

Even with all the experience and success you’d had, you still felt that trepidation?

Honestly, I feel that way with every project, which I don’t think is a bad thing. If you’re constantly doing the easy thing, there’s no growth. Every project I’ve taken on, especially in the last decade of my career, has been a new challenge, and I’m really interested in that. I want to exist where failure is a real possibility. That’s where the good stuff is.

Where do you think your fortitude came from?

My mom. We had a very challenging relationship. My mom had a lot of issues—she was a very angry lady. I wanted to please her; I wanted her to be proud of me. Because my mom was so hard on me and so challenging, it made me resilient and also very ambitious. I was frustrated with her for so long. But I owe her a lot, because she made me incredibly strong.

Whom do you most want to make proud?

It’s shifted. When my mom passed away, all of a sudden I was like, Okay, why am I doing all this? Because, for so long, I was doing it for her. I reflected on it and eventually realized my career does bring me joy, it’s what I was born and meant to do. And so now, it’s myself I want to make proud. I am doing it for me.

[image: image]




On Being Southern

By Brooke Baldwin

I am a proud Southern woman living in New York City. It would be easy for me to dive right into the clichés I grew up with: demurely saying “please” and “thank you.” Never being “too big for your britches” (my mother reminds me of this to this day). Going to an important place (e.g., the CVS around the corner) wearing a little makeup. I can still see my mom chasing me through our home in Atlanta: “Brooke, please put on some blush!” And, oh yeah . . . getting married in your twenties and having babies soon after.

When I was younger, I pushed back on so much of this. My family still pokes fun at me and my Southern woman “rebellion” during my sophomore year in college: my uniform of Birkenstocks, corduroy pants, and flannels. The fact that my hair didn’t see a blow-dryer for a year. My crazy ear piercings. I didn’t have a serious boyfriend. And there was no blush in my life.

After graduating from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill with degrees in journalism and Spanish, I dove straight into my first job, at the NBC-affiliated television station in Charlottesville, Virginia. This felt like the big time. I was a journalist. And suddenly, my Southern values became an advantage: I knew how to tell a good story, listen, show grace, respect my community, and, yes, even reacquaint myself with a curling iron.

Those values have never been more relevant than in my work at CNN. I have hosted two hours of live television every afternoon during a turbulent time politically. I deal with people who are upset, sometimes angry—and it is my job to listen, to be respectful, and to push back when necessary.

I also created a CNN series called American Woman, for which I’ve interviewed the likes of Ava DuVernay, Betty White, and Diane von Furstenberg—and dedicated it to my mom. When I showed her one of the first episodes, it brought her to tears. She reminded me that when she grew up, she wasn’t encouraged to speak up or to speak out. And as I threw my arm around her, I had an important revelation: My mother and millions like her felt they couldn’t use their voices but taught their daughters they must. I focused my next American Woman series on female candidates running for office in a year when an unprecedented number of women were doing so.

One of the biggest compliments someone can give me is that I am a “woman’s woman.” I believe part of my life’s calling is to support other women, to give them a voice, and to inspire. And as far as being a Southern woman in Manhattan: As I’ve gotten older, I have never been prouder of my roots. I often find myself holding the door for others, complimenting random women on the street, and consciously slipping a “y’all” into conversation. I want people to know where I come from. In life, you test values because you’re young, or you question them because you live somewhere else. Sometimes it takes leaving to fully appreciate what you miss, what makes you tick, who you are.

Most important, being a Southern woman is holding a contradiction within yourself: the need to be tough and soft, fierce and feminine. To be the embodiment of graceful . . . and to never, ever forget where you come from.

The Atlanta native Brooke Baldwin is a CNN anchor and journalist.




Carol Burnett

(1933–PRESENT)

The comedian with a Texas-sized sense of humor

Ratt: “You! You, vixen, you. Starlet, I love you. That, that, that gown is gorgeous.”

Starlet: “Thank ya. I saw it in the win-dah and I just couldn’t resist it.”

And just like that the curtain-rod dress was born, on a Saturday night in November 1976. Earlier that week, Gone with the Wind had premiered on television, and the writers at The Carol Burnett Show were inspired to give their viewers a condensed version—“Went with the Wind!,” an eighteen-minute goof on the nearly four-hour 1939 classic film. Today the green velvet Bob Mackie–designed costume that the comedian Carol Burnett wore that night as “Starlet”—her riff on Scarlett O’Hara—sits in the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History, but the woman who wore the dress (and the drapery rod) still has us laughing.

[image: image]
Joel Kimmel


Movies had always been a source of inspiration for Burnett. It was in a San Antonio movie theater where as a girl she first fell in love with Jimmy Stewart, got into trouble with Mickey Rooney and Judy Garland, and sang along with Betty Grable. Those early films, the ones where the good guys always won, fueled both Burnett’s desire to perform and her optimistic outlook. Her date to those many matinees was always her grandmother Nanny, who raised Burnett after her parents had left for California years prior.

Burnett’s own Hollywood story began at age seven, when she and Nanny boarded a train in Texas and headed west. There awaited Burnett’s mother and a one-room apartment with a Murphy bed, one block from Hollywood Boulevard—it wasn’t glamorous, but it was glamour adjacent. Eventually, some good luck and coincidence pointed Burnett on her way. After seeing her perform at UCLA, a wealthy stranger offered her a loan of $1,000 so she could move to New York City. She arrived in August 1954, the same week Hurricane Carol battered the Northeast. True to form, Burnett chose to see it as a sign of good luck and quickly began auditioning. Soon she had her big break: She was cast in off Broadway’s Once upon a Mattress and booked several television appearances, which eventually landed her a recurring role on The Garry Moore Show. By 1962, she had built enough cachet that when CBS wanted to sign her to a ten-year contract, her agent was able to include a canny clause: Within the first five years, if Burnett requested her own variety show, the network would have to give one to her.

Just as the five years were up, Burnett made the call. Network top brass discouraged her idea of a variety show—such shows were “a man’s game,” and a woman certainly couldn’t carry one herself. But being contractually obligated, they green-lit the project. When The Carol Burnett Show went off the air in 1978, not only had she proved those executives wrong—the series lasted eleven seasons and
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