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            FOREWORD

         

         If you doubt that women have advanced much during the century since they gained the right to vote in 1920, consider the present-day phenomenon that is Dolly Parton.

         She adorns female torsos as a T-shirt, declaring power not with the term “feminist” but with a big ol’ pile of hair. She burns on desks as a blasphemous prayer candle, her image canonized with a halo (above a big ol’ pile of hair). Well into her seventies, she frequently holds forth on talk shows and awards-ceremony stages where women of a certain age historically have gone unseen.

         People can’t get enough of Dolly, who is now—as hagiographic magazine pieces, breathless tweets, and diverse, roaring audiences attest—a universally beloved icon recognized as a creative genius with a goddess-sized heart.

         Not so long ago, she was best known by many people as the punch line of a boob joke.

         Why, then, this new shift in regard?

         When Parton was born into rural poverty in 1946, viii women’s suffrage had been granted by US constitutional amendment just twenty-six years prior. Women had recently made economic strides amid a wartime economy but still were widely abused by a system in which the female body had few protections from assault, unwanted pregnancy, or undervalued labor. Women in poverty and women of color fared the worst, on the losing end of societal structures favoring wealth and whiteness. Meanwhile, their contributions toward gender equality went unnoticed, undocumented, and ill-understood.

         By the 1960s, young Parton—short on book-learnin’ but long on smarts—left her Appalachian holler with independent dreams that defied gender norms. Like so many women of her generation, she got the job done, breaking free from the shackles of men’s income, men’s decisions, men’s anything. And also like so many, she was woefully underestimated and undervalued along the way.

         While she was offered as a smiling “girl singer” at the outset of her career and referenced foremost by her physical attributes for decades to come, Parton was a brilliant force—not just in songwriting and singing but in gender performance and business. Many of her twenty-first-century fans are thus “discovering” what was there all along, in plain sight but for the blinders of patriarchy: Parton’s artistry, intellectual depth, and self-fashioned paradoxes that slyly comment on ix our country’s long-denied caste system (looking “cheap,” say, while by all accounts acting with pure class).

         There is about the current Dolly fervor, I sense, an apology among some for the lifelong slut-shaming: I had no idea she was all those things. Now I understand. Now I see better. Parton projected a sweetly defiant self-possession throughout her career in a man’s world; one doesn’t get the impression that she expected or cared whether such validation would come. But it’s a magnificent thing to witness—an atonement countless women have deserved but never received, flowering while the woman is alive to see it.

         Like Dolly, I grew up on a struggling family farm (albeit with indoor plumbing). My hard luck, like Dolly’s, was mixed with the unjust advantage of white skin and the chance fortune of a strong mind. But the palms of my hands were red and swollen, cut by stems of invasive ryegrass that I pulled from our wheat fields before summer harvest, and the difficult but beautiful world I knew was dying in the cogs of industrial economies.

         I was a reader, when I could get ahold of something to read, and literature showed me places I’d never seen. Another art form, though, showed me my own place: country music. Its sincere lyrics and familiar accent confirmed, with triumph and sorrow, that my home—invisible or ridiculed elsewhere in news and popular culture—deserved to be known, and that it was complicated and good. x

         I grew up to sometimes inhabit more cosmopolitan places and found around me a common refrain about music: “I like everything except country.” (Or, sometimes, “I like everything except country and rap.”) If someone did like a country song or musician, this information required a qualifier: “I don’t like country music, but I do like Johnny Cash.” The snickering summary of the genre, among those who didn’t know it firsthand: “My pickup truck broke down and my dawg and my woman left me.” (A classist dismissal not unlike, perhaps, racist dismissals of rap music.) “It all sounds the same,” people told me, proving nothing but their ignorance.

         So, in 2016, when I heard about a new fellowship to commission extensive writing on the intersection of roots music and culture for the small but excellent No Depression magazine, I jumped at the chance. I’d already been doing research for a piece of writing about Parton’s reemergence that election year, during which she was touring with a new record, as a unifying balm for a country freshly torn by social upheaval. Political headlines were fixating on a hateful, sexist version of rural, working-class America that I did not recognize. Dolly’s music and life contained what I wanted to say about class, gender, and my female forebears: That country music by women was the formative feminist text of my life.

         Parton does not identity as a “feminist” and, like me, xi comes from a place where “theory” is a solid guess about how the coyotes keep getting into the chicken house. Her decades-long tendency to perform while wearing all white is not, I am certain, a nod to suffragists. But her work is a nod to women who can’t afford to travel to the march, women working with their bodies while others are tweeting with their fingers.

         The journalism fellowship offered twenty-five cents per word for what would be a yearlong effort—a poverty wage and far less than I’d earned a decade prior for writing easy airline-magazine features. (Such is the post-digital economic state of journalism.) I was already under deadline with a major publishing house for a book that I knew might be my life’s work, Heartland. There was nothing sensible, for little pay and a niche magazine’s small readership, about spending a year concurrently writing about Dolly Parton. I submitted my application.

         One month before the 2016 presidential election, I learned that I’d won the fellowship, funded by the FreshGrass Foundation. My work would be published by No Depression as a four-part, print-only series over the course of 2017. The moment in which the writing emerged—outlined just before the first Women’s March, completed just before the mainstream explosion of the #MeToo movement—is palpable in these pages.

         Now, amid another election year and a political climate xii still roiling, points on gender and economic status remain timely. But this story is about much more than that. It’s about leaving home but never really leaving home. It’s about an unfashionable quality in our angry society—grace—and its ability to inspire the best in others. It’s also about a seventy-year-old woman telling a hot young cowboy to dance in place while she plays the fiddle.

         The contents are slightly revised from their original serial form, in part to create the seamless read a book requires. Time references have not been edited (i.e., changing “last summer” to “four years ago”), preserving a snapshot of a critical moment in America. It’s a snapshot that I know to have been heavily consulted and directly drawn from by national media, including a hit podcast on which I appeared as a guest.

         Since completing this deeply researched work in its original form, I have come across previously published texts that make similar conclusions about country music and Dolly Parton—unknown to me while I was writing but in harmony all the same: Nadine Hubbs’s 2014 book Rednecks, Queers, & Country Music, a 2014 BUST cover story, even a 1987 issue of Ms. in which Parton was named one of the magazine’s women of the year and Gloria Steinem wrote the tribute to her. Independent emergence of like ideas underscores their importance and validity; meanwhile, I aimed to ensure that any idea that was not my original thought is clearly attributed to its source. xiii

         Were I writing this book today, some of the particulars would be different. Then, the crisis for which Parton provided aid was a historic wildfire in the Great Smoky Mountains; now, it’s a catastrophic pandemic. In response to the recent Covid-19 outbreak, Parton swiftly donated a million dollars to Vanderbilt University’s research of the virus and, as a longtime literacy advocate, created a web series through which she reads positive bedtime stories to children and families facing uncertain times.

         Then, the race controversy in Parton’s immediate midst concerned her dinner-theater tourist attraction, the decades-old Dixie Stampede, which presented the Civil War as silly, whitewashed entertainment; in response to criticism, the Parton-owned business dropped the “Dixie” from its name in 2018. Now, after video of George Floyd’s murder at the hands of law enforcement in May 2020 ignited worldwide protests against police brutality and systemic racism, the pervasive Black Lives Matter movement is forcing a national reckoning in public policy and beyond—presenting celebrities with a choice about how to wield their cultural influence.

         Many country music stars have expressed solidarity. Faith Hill, for instance, called for removal of the Confederate “stars and bars” from the state flag of her native Mississippi, as protesters topple monuments to slave holders across the country. And another business dropped the term “Dixie”: the multi-platinum-selling xiv trio the Dixie Chicks, who as “The Chicks” released a bold protest anthem and accompanying video of triumphant demonstrators for Black Lives Matter and other progressive causes. Amid all this, Parton—who previously made no direct statement supporting the #MeToo movement or any other political uprising over the decades—has stayed silent. Even so, this month a viral online petition called for replacing Confederate statues in Tennessee with statues of Dolly Parton. (As it happens, this book ends with a story about such a statue.)

         Plenty else has changed since my writing. Then, Parton’s most recent TV foray was an NBC Christmas movie inspired by one of her hit songs; now, it’s a Netflix series inspired by several of her hit songs. Then, Parton’s Imagination Library had donated 80 million books to children around the world; now, the number is past 133 million. Then, I included another writer’s brilliant argument that performing artist Nicki Minaj had much in common with Parton; now, I’d note the Partonesque qualities of reigning pop star Lizzo.

         Dolly’s Grammy count has increased, and my regard for Roseanne Barr—whose television character I portrayed as a working-class feminist hero and who subsequently made vile, racist public comments—has greatly diminished.

         I would lament insufficient attention to female artists in the 2019 Ken Burns documentary Country Music but celebrate that xv such a series was finally made. I’d observe the overt, intersectional feminism and racial statements of country acts that have since emerged, such as Our Native Daughters, Mickey Guyton, and the Highwomen.

         I would write about not just one female candidate for president but several, representing multiple races, ethnicities, and regions in the 2020 primary election. None of them made it to the general election as contenders for the top spot, Hillary Clinton’s 2016 loss of which I document here, but they all made history this suffrage centennial.

         I would observe that more than a few abusive, powerful men have fallen—fired by the corporate world they ran, some even sent to prison—thanks to the courage of women who shouted their names.

         The world has transformed in the last few years. But the big themes and arguments here abide. At least one detail does, too: A study published this year found that, in keeping with a 2016 statistic I cited, songs performed by female artists still accounted for just 10 percent of country radio plays in 2019.

         Readers of my previous work as journalist, essayist, and author will recognize Grandma Betty, who was born just months apart from Dolly. Several Heartland readers have told me that their biggest laugh from the book was Betty’s serious request to me in the mid-1990s, when I was a teenager and she was considering her mortality, that I make sure she be xvi buried without a bra. “I hate the damn things,” she told me. “You can burn ’em when I die.”

         She soon beat me to it. After her professional retirement that decade, she threw all her underwire bras and pantyhose onto our farm’s burn pile, where we dumped trash, and doused them with lighter fluid.

         Like Dolly, Betty doesn’t call herself a feminist. She wasn’t considering the inaccurate trope about second-wave feminists ceremoniously burning their brassieres in protest. Intending to dress comfortably in her retirement years, she simply had no further use for the things and wanted to watch the straps turn to ash. I suspect that she also, modestly and pragmatically, didn’t want her undergarments blowing from the trash pile into the nearby work shed, hay barn, or pig pen. So Grandma lit a smoke and flung the match, and her bras caught fire in the Kansas wind.

         It’s the kind of thing you could write a country song about.

         
             

         

         —Sarah Smarsh, June 2020

      

   


   
      
         
12
            PART ONE

            
               [image: ]

            

            DOLLY PARTON EMBODIES THE WORKING WOMAN’S FIGHT

         

      

   


   
      
         
3
            — SPRING 2017 —

         

         When Dolly Parton’s holiday movie about crises and miracles in East Tennessee, Christmas of Many Colors, premiered on television last November, wildfires were burning up the Great Smoky Mountains where she first strummed a guitar. As smoke cleared in Parton’s native Sevier County, the death toll would reach fourteen. Tennessee governor Bill Haslam told the New York Times it was the biggest fire in the state in a century.

         Hours before the film aired, Parton announced that her Dollywood Foundation would give a thousand dollars per month for six months to every family who lost their home. About nine hundred families would apply for the funds.

         When I posted news of Parton’s fire-victim fund to social media that evening, a West Virginia acquaintance and filmmaker who documents poverty in Appalachia commented, “My first words after the fires: Dolly will save ’em.” As she typed this, 11.5 million people were tuning in to see Parton make a cameo appearance in Christmas of Many Colors—as a 4 generous sex worker shunned by self-proclaimed Christians in her hometown.

         Much has been sung about auburn-haired “Jolene,” the real-life siren Parton says worked at a bank and flirted with her husband when he came in to do business; she inspired the most covered of her hundreds of original recorded songs. But the woman to whom music owes much more is the blond “town tramp” Parton admired as a child. Parton created her look in that woman’s image.

         She had “yellow hair piled on top of her head, red lipstick, her eyes all painted up, and her clothes all tight and flashy,” Parton recalled in a 2016 interview with Southern Living. “I just thought she was the prettiest thing I’d ever seen. And then when everybody said, ‘Oh, she’s just trash,’ I thought, ‘That’s what I’m going to be when I grow up! Trash!’”

         Parton, now seventy-one, has told this story many times because she is a woman whose appearance provokes people to demand an explanation. In Christmas of Many Colors, she finally pays full homage to the “painted lady” by making her the guardian angel of a narrative based loosely on a Christmas during Parton’s childhood.

         In the movie, young Dolly stands on a sidewalk strumming a guitar on a cold December night while holiday shoppers bustle along the main street of her tiny hometown; she’s trying to help her dad and siblings come up with $69.95, 5 plus tax, to finally get her mom a gold wedding band. The yellow-haired woman, in her tight clothes and high heels, drops a twenty-dollar bill into Dolly’s guitar case—but a self-righteous shopkeeper sweeping the sidewalk refuses to let the elated child keep money tainted by the woman’s sins.

         “You get away from her,” the outraged woman chides. “Why, this is a child of God. She don’t want your dirty money.” Before she sweeps her broom at the woman, she adds, “Comin’ around decent folks all painted up, sticking out everywhere.”

         “Boy, you and that broom make a good team, you ol’ witch,” Parton’s character replies before she clicks off into the darkness with an apology to young Dolly that she couldn’t give her the money.

         This signature Parton trifecta—eyebrow-raising tight clothes, generosity of heart, and a take-no-crap attitude—is an overlooked, unnamed sort of feminism I recognize in the hard-luck women who raised me. They didn’t sell their bodies, but they faced scorn for where they came from. Most of them left school in ninth, tenth, eleventh grade. There was no feminist literature or theory in our lives. There was only life, in which we were women—economically disenfranchised, working on our feet in restaurants and factories, and hopelessly sexualized.

         When I was a kid in the 1980s, my mom’s long red acrylic 6 fingernails didn’t slow her down driving a UPS truck, dragging and pushing boxes of Christmas presents she and her own family wouldn’t receive. Her other job was applying makeup for middle-class women at a department-store counter in a Wichita mall, a male manager stopping by to adjust the metal name tag pinned to her blouse. She knew exactly what was going on and neither liked it nor complained, the latter being risky business for a woman who must keep her job. She knew that the only way a woman with no money or connections can beat the game—that is to say, pay the bills for herself and her children—is by playing it.

         In her songwriting, movie roles, and stage persona, Parton’s exaltation of the strengths of this frequently vilified class of American woman is at once the greatest self-aware gender performance in modern history and a sincere expression of who Parton is. She stands for the poor woman, the working-class woman whose feminine sexuality is often an essential device for survival and yet whose tough presence might be considered “masculine” in corners of society where women haven’t always worked, where the archaic concept of a “lady” lingers. They are single mothers in need of welfare and abortions, females without diplomas but possessing strong opinions, complicated people reduced to a “backwards” stereotype in the media. Long shamed as a moral scourge in the US, they have precious few ambassadors to convey their grace. 7

         What Parton has accomplished for feminism has less to do with feminism than it has to do with Parton, and she has everything to do with rural poverty. As my grandma would say about what alchemized a future legend in those Appalachian hills in the middle of the twentieth century, she come by it natural.

         OUTTA THAT HOLLER

         The fourth of twelve siblings, Parton was born on a small farm in 1946; her father, Lee, paid the doctor a bag of grain for the delivery. As those familiar with her music know, growing up wearing dresses made of feed sacks didn’t make her sorrowful but rather grateful—a fact that, paradoxically, has helped make her a very rich woman. The royalties for “Coat of Many Colors,” her enduring 1971 song about cherishing a garment her mother sewed from rags in spite of being shamed for it at school, roll in year after year.

         Of her many hits, Parton has described that tribute to her mother, Avie Lee, as the one most special to her. She says she got her musical talent from that side of her family, whom she describes as “dreamers.” During Parton’s childhood, radios, record players, and electricity hadn’t yet reached the rural poor, and they entertained themselves in their own homes with old ways passed down from European country 8 peasantry. Her maternal grandfather, a Pentecostal preacher, played fiddle and wrote songs.

         Avie Lee’s brother, Billy, played guitar and noticed young Dolly’s musical talent. He helped get her onto the Knoxville radio and TV show Cas Walker’s Farm and Home Hour. Billy reportedly bought Dolly her first proper guitar, a child-sized acoustic Martin, when she was eight (replacing the one she’d made from an old mandolin and two found strings). He helped her write her first single, “Puppy Love,” penned when she was eleven and recorded in 1959, when she was thirteen, after a thirty-hour bus ride to Goldband Records in Lake Charles, Louisiana, with her grandma.

         By that time, rock and roll—rooted in Southern Black culture—was sweeping white America and infusing country sounds. It showed up in the up-tempo dance beat of “Puppy Love” and in Uncle Billy’s slick Elvis-style pompadour. Parton admired rockabilly pioneer Rose Maddox, the daughter of Alabama sharecroppers. But Appalachia’s ancient melodies, the poor European cousin to slavery’s African blues, were the songs that shaped her first. In one hit from her early career, “Apple Jack,” which she has said portrays a composite of real people, she tells of visiting a mountain-music man who gifted her his banjo when he died—a bit of Africa that had reached East Tennessee over the centuries.

         While Parton’s musicianship and mentorship came from 9 her mother’s family, her business acumen, she says, came from her father—a tenderhearted lifelong laborer who didn’t learn to read and write but nonetheless was savvy with a horse trade and could stretch a bit of money a long way. The sharp business mind that eventually built an empire worth hundreds of millions of dollars was also influenced by the premium her dad put on their humble home.

         She described those seemingly conflicting interests—“getting out” and being where you most belong—onstage in Kansas City during her 2016 tour for her latest album, Pure and Simple. That production stripped away the razzle-dazzle of backup bands and big sets featured on so many of her tours, putting Parton on a mostly bare stage with three backup musicians and a few cascades of white fabric. The show started with the sound of crickets and bulbs blinking like lightning bugs.

         At one point during the performance, Parton climbed a few steps to sit on a white platform described as a front porch but that turned out to be an elevated position for communing with heaven. Before singing “Smoky Mountain Memories,” her 1978 song about poor workers drawn north during the midcentury factory boom, she paid tribute to her father’s hard work, economic decisions, and commitment to his family.

         “Lee, you oughta go up’air, get them kids outta that 10 holler,” she remembered people telling her dad. But after a short stint in Detroit when Dolly was a child, Lee announced that he would die in the East Tennessee mountains. They wouldn’t have much there, he knew, but they’d have food and shelter—and they’d be home.

         Parton stood up with a flute to open the number. She couldn’t sit while she performed it, she said, because her dad deserved a standing ovation. In an instant, thousands of people stood up—her audiences would do the Hokey Pokey if she asked—and Parton laughed.

         “Not from you!” she said, and the crowd laughed with her. Then they sat down and cried while she sang.

         Turning her attention to Avie Lee, Parton set up “Coat of Many Colors” with analogous tales of her mother’s creativity in the face of deprivation. To boost the kids’ spirits, Parton recalled, Avie would send them outside to pick the best rock for her to cook “stone soup”—always intending to select and praise the child who had the hardest day.

         One imagines Parton, who told the crowd her family had running water “if we ran and got it,” absorbed her wit and natural poetry from her mother’s language. “If we had some ham, we’d have ham and eggs—if we had some eggs,” Parton quoted her mom to the crowd.

         Parton has repeated such anecdotes for decades—mind you, she spent eighteen years in her parents’ cabin, compared with 11 more than half a century in Nashville and beyond, most of which she has lived at the height of fame and fortune. But fans who have heard it a thousand times gladly line up to hear it a thousand and one, maybe because there are so few entertainers who truly own such experiences. You can recognize that ownership by its humor.

         Joking about poverty is a hallmark of women in poor spaces, while more privileged people tend to regard it with precious sadness—a demonstration of their own sense of guilt, perhaps, or lack of understanding about what brings happiness. Firsthand experience allows for a tale that’s more complex than a somber lament. Those women never had to feign being impressed by things their husbands couldn’t afford to give them, and in that gulf between one’s reality and the middle-class images in magazine advertisements arises a dry humor.

         When my grandma recounted my biological grandfather’s proposal to her when she became pregnant with my mother at age sixteen, for instance, it was with a laugh and a cigarette drag.

         “It wasn’t any of this, ‘please be my darling wife.’ Sheeeeit,” she said, and we both cracked up—not at our own family’s misfortunes but at the delusions of women who got a sentimental proposal and a big diamond before they spent a lifetime pushing a vacuum. 12

         If you don’t find that edge in Parton’s work, you haven’t listened to much of it. Recurring motifs of her early songs, in particular, include hypocritical, violent, and even murderous men; women being used, neglected, and shamed; and dying children. (The baby sibling Parton was charged with caring for as a child got sick and died.) Known for her “fake” appearance—the wigs, the synthetic fabrics clinging to a surgically altered body, the acrylic nails in pastel shades—Parton can be a very dark realist when she writes. That darkness in a woman’s voice, plain stories of hell on earth sung by women who have little to carry them forward but faith, is the divine feminine of American roots music.

         “Little Sparrow,” from her 2001 album by the same name, blends the bluegrass, folk, and country gospel sounds of her native home and is sung in the voice of a jilted, devastated woman warning young girls to “never trust the hearts of men.” As haunting as the melody is, Parton—who is given to undercutting serious moments with an endearing bit of nervous humor—sets it up with a joke onstage: “I call it my little sad-ass song.”

         Parton says you can’t be from where she’s from and not like woeful melodies. The worst stories she tells of those mountains in her songwriting seem to represent what she saw outside her family’s house. The biggest grievance she has discussed about her childhood is that her father wouldn’t 13 say “I love you”—a common cultural affliction for men of all classes in that period and, perhaps to a lesser degree, still today. But Parton insists that, in practice, her home was so rich in love that every material poverty was mitigated.

         After the moving tribute to her musical mother and industrious father, at another stop on the same tour—in Austin, Texas—Parton made her way down the steps of the “porch” before it was wheeled offstage.

         “Time to come down from heaven, I reckon,” she said, and a muscular, bare-armed man in a black vest and hat previously introduced as her “sexy cowboy” carried out a new instrument. (By this point, she had played guitar, dulcimer, and flute.) It was white and covered in rhinestones, like all her other instruments, including a grand piano she played for one number.

         “Oh, the cowboy brought me a banjo,” Parton said. Soon she was shredding on it with her talon fingernails during “Rocky Top,” a bluegrass song exalting the Tennessee hills. It was written in 1967 by a married pair of innkeepers just up the road from Parton’s hometown in Gatlinburg, the place hardest hit by the recent wildfires.

         During the bridge, Parton slung the banjo over her back, and the cowboy handed her a fiddle. While the fast beat pulsed and one of her band members played another banjo, Parton tapped the air with her bow like a conductor. Right before 14 her solo, she pointed the bow at the cowboy and said in time with the rhythm, “You dance.” The sexy cowboy hooked his thumbs into the belt loops of his tight jeans and kicked up his heels in place while she fiddled and the crowd roared.

         Parton spends more time than the average performer onstage deferring to others with what, by all known accounts, is a sincere humility—praising the crowd, thanking her own band, honoring her family and her roots. But at that moment in the show, tears still wet on faces after the poignant songs for mama and daddy, it was Parton’s own delight, desires, and power on display. She sang the song, she played two instruments on the song, and the hot piece of man next to her was on her payroll. When she said “dance,” he danced.

         Sex was the third formative pillar of her life alongside music and religion, Parton said in her 1994 autobiography, My Life and Other Unfinished Business. Growing up, she used to haunt an abandoned chapel with broken windows and buckled floorboards where teenagers left condom wrappers under the porch; inside was a defunct piano and “dirty drawings” on the walls. In that space of music, sex, and God, Parton wrote, she experienced a spiritual epiphany that “it was all right for me to be a sexual being.” Indeed, she has described herself as having been hormonally precocious both inside and out.

         While famously lifted, nipped, and tucked over the years, her figure was just as improbable as it naturally developed. 15The resulting attention from males clued her in to her own sexual power at a young age, and she embraced it, dyeing her lips with iodine from the family medicine cabinet for lack of lipstick. This zeal for sexy behavior did not, in the eyes of her people’s strict patriarchal religion, honor her father and her mother.

         In a 2003 Rolling Stone interview, she described her father punishing her for making herself up. “‘This is my natural color!’” she remembered insisting. “The more Daddy tried to rub it off, the redder it was. It’s like, ‘This red ass of yours after a whipping, is that your natural color?’ Oh, I got lots of whippin’s over makeup.”

         Her mom and preacher grandpa shuddered, too, worried that the devil had led Dolly down Jezebel’s path. During her 1983 television special Dolly in London, Parton called herself “the original punk rocker.” In the early sixties, as a teen, she pierced her own ears to hang feathers from them and ratted her hair. When her mother suggested she’d been possessed, Parton told her to give credit where it was due—not to Satan but to Dolly herself.

         “I couldn’t get my hair big enough or ‘yaller’ enough, couldn’t get my skirt tight enough, my blouses low enough,” she recalled in her autobiography. “… Of course, I had to get away from home to really put on the dog. I’d go into the four-for-a-quarter picture booth at Woolworth’s, unbutton 16 my blouse, push my headlights up with my arms and take pictures.”

         What women who didn’t grow up on a farm might miss is that, where Parton was from, this common act of female adolescent rebellion wasn’t just about attracting boys. It was about claiming her femininity in a place where everyone, male and female alike, summoned “masculine” attributes and downplayed “feminine” ones in order to survive.

         “My sisters and I used to cling desperately to anything halfway feminine,” Parton wrote. “We could see the pictures of the models in the newspapers that lined the walls of our house and the occasional glimpse we would get at a magazine. We wanted to look like them. They didn’t look at all like they had to work in the fields. They didn’t look like they had to take a spit bath in a dishpan.”

         For Parton, lipstick and store-bought clothing represented not just a life beyond backbreaking labor but also a level of economic agency that might protect a woman from assault. Indeed, research indicates that impoverished women are at higher risk of experiencing severe male violence.

         “Womanhood was a difficult thing to get a grip on in those hills, unless you were a man,” Parton wrote. “[ Glamorous women in magazines] didn’t look as if men and boys could just put their hands on them anytime they felt like it, and with any degree of roughness they chose. The way they looked, if 17 a man wanted to touch them, he’d better be damned nice to them.”

         Women of all classes suffer male violence. Still, there’s a hard truth to Parton’s view. In the social climb to come, she had white skin, good health, and loads of talent on her side. But something the world values even less than a girl is a poor one.

         My family’s poverty was nothing like Parton’s, but it was enough that I knew shame. We lived in rural Kansas, so I didn’t feel it until I started school, where other children’s clothes and lives were there for me to see and contrast with my own.

         That reckoning began even before I reached the school on the first day: The bus pulled up to our long dirt driveway, and I climbed on with a paper grocery sack full of supplies. I had been in a state of bliss as my mother checked off the teacher-provided list she had in her purse with a small calculator and her plastic coupon organizer. But I was the only child on the bus whose supplies weren’t in a backpack, and by the time we reached the school—nearly an hour-long drive after all the necessary stops, winding along dirt roads and ruts—I was embarrassed when I unloaded the new crayons and pencils I prized from a paper sack.

         If you’re a peaceful child, as I was, not given to throwing tantrums to process frustration, in such moments you 18 have two choices: hang your head and cry or tilt your chin up and let the tears inside you turn into a salty form of power. The women I knew had taught me the latter skill—a particular strength for a female in that she will be called upon throughout her life to not only care for herself but also to care for others. Little room is left in such a life for one’s own complaints.

         The transmutation of pain into power is a feature of all musical genres and indeed all forms of art. For women in poverty, though, it is not just a song but a way of life, not just a performance but a necessity. As with Loretta Lynn, Tammy Wynette, Patsy Cline, and so many female country performers before and since, Parton’s music expresses this.

         Her special twist, unlike most of the rest, is that she conveys it with palpable positivity and a smile—understanding so deeply the connection between a difficult past and a blessed present that her mission on stage and in life is to honor that tension in other people’s lives.

         She reminds her audiences that, no matter where they came from, everyone can identify with being shamed one way or another, and no one deserves it. Never be ashamed of your home, your family, yourself, your religion, she says, and adoring crowds applaud. One need look no further than her immense LGBTQ following to know that Parton’s transformation from a slut-shamed, talented teenage bumpkin to 19 entertainment superstar contains a universal struggle that has less to do with being Appalachian than with being human. If her presence and the appreciation it instills in people could be whittled to a phrase, it’s “be what you are.”
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