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AUTHOR’S NOTE




Some names have been changed to protect marriages.

I’m still not sure it will help.











Welcome




I’m not ready to die just yet.

I have my reasons. Can you imagine the floral arrangements? When NASCAR driver Davey Allison was buried in Alabama, People magazine ran photos of the flowers at his funeral. There were black carnations in the shape of a race car, a big wheel, and who knows what else. It wouldn’t surprise me if someone had made a set of points and plugs out of rose petals.

My wife, Gregg (I call her by her middle name), and I were reading in bed at the time. So I showed her the funeral pictures and said, “Since people know me mostly as that Redneck guy, I don’t even want to think about the flowers you’d get if I died now. Rebel flags. Brown carnations shaped like a spit of chewing tobacco juice midflight. Huge bouquets set in tractor tires. And don’t forget the wreath that spells out You might be dead if…You know I’m proud of my Southern roots, but don’t you think I should get a little bit past this Redneck thing before I buy the farm?”

“Does this mean you’ll finally stop making jokes about my butt being cold?” she asked. (Because I say onstage that women’s rear ends are always cold in bed—and use Gregg’s as an example—people stop us on the street and say to her, “So you’re the one with the cold butt.” She’s tired of it.)

“But honey,” I said. “That material is funny.”

Gregg thought for a moment, then said, “Well, I think the worst thing about something bad happening to you—besides the kids and me being alone in this big house with all your stuff, then me having to date again and fall in love…”

“Hold on,” I interrupted. “I haven’t dropped dead yet.”

“…would be figuring out what to do with all the wonderfully tacky floral arrangements after the funeral,” she added, with a reassuring smile.

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” I said. “You know my family. They’ll beat down the door to get at those.”

Gregg closed her eyes and quickly fell asleep. I didn’t. The conversation made me wonder: What was going on in my life that I should have this weird fantasy? Why was I worried about floral arrangements when I should be concerned about more important things such as who would inherit my Ford pickup with the AstroTurf-lined truck bed. What about the pink plastic flamingos in our front yard? And my collection of stolen road signs?

It took a while before I understood what was bothering me. I felt a kinship with Davey Allison, a regular guy from the South who became a celebrity just doing what he did best. He pursued excellence at his craft and never forgot that he was no different from the people who cheered him on. Flowers in the shape of a race car were just his fans’ way of showing their appreciation. Even so, if he’d been standing in the crowd at his own funeral he probably would have felt just like I did at that moment: You never totally adjust to the peculiar things that happen to you when you’re famous. Or even semifamous, like me. Of course, I’m not complaining. Success is great. But one of my greatest gifts in life is being able to sit with a bunch of guys in a deer-hunting camp just as easily as with Johnny Carson—I’m comfortable in either place. I’ve always been able to fit in.

That started me thinking about where I’d come from and wondering what had happened to the little boy who grew up three doors down from the end of the old Atlanta airport runway. Believe me, I know I’ve come a long way. At least now I don’t have to pause midsentence every thirty-five seconds to let a plane go overhead. But otherwise, how much is that little boy still a part of me today?

I needed to ponder the changes I’d been through. I ponder on paper; that’s how I do my best thinking. The result is this road trip through my life. We’ll stop along the way to admire the scenery, answer nature’s call, steal a couple of road signs, and tell stories about growing up blue collar, about hunting, fishing, tobacco chewing, girlfriends, love, roommates, sex, work, crazy families, Rednecks, relationships, marriage, kids, comedy, celebrity, holidays, mooning, and a little something I like to call fishball.

I also asked some of my family and friends to add their memories, just to keep me honest. They graciously agreed. Then I changed my mind. It wasn’t such a bright idea. They remembered lots of stuff about me that I had mysteriously forgotten, and when they reminded me of certain incidents, I suddenly remembered why. But so what if I once rode a pig bareback. And a goat. Just don’t ask to see the pictures.

Since you’re reading this, I’m assuming that you want to come on in, kick back, and stay awhile. That’s fine with me. We’re casual here. No shirt? No shoes? No problem! There are no rules to remember, no obligations, no salesman will come to your door. You don’t have to kill or skin or gut anything. (The possum hunt comes later and is optional.) The idea is simply to have a good time. If that’s not possible, then the idea is to at least get really drunk and think you did.

Either way, I’m hoping that by the time you turn the last page, you’ll agree that however strange my life sometimes seems, it’s really not so strange after all. Whether you’re from North Dallas or North Dakota, I guarantee you’ll recognize many funny (okay, unsettling) similarities to your own life, family, and friends. Except for one thing. I’ll bet that you’ve never gotten a gift as weird as the fine home furnishing that Mr. and Mrs. Orville Storch of Sioux City, Iowa, recently sent me. Being who I am and hailing from where I do, I knew with absolute certainty that I was the proud receiver of a wonderful and heartfelt tribute. Imagine: a piece of wood that holds paper plates with the phrase “Redneck China Cabinet” carved crudely across the front.

See, I told you it was too early to die.









Deep Bule Collar




I grew up so deep blue collar that my mother had to wash my shirts separately, in cold water.

I was born in Atlanta in 1958 and lived in the small suburb of Decatur until I was about six. One of my earliest memories is of getting my head stuck between the porch railing posts. I tried putting my head between the posts to see what would happen—story of my life—and realized pretty quickly that God meant for my ears to bend only in one direction.


My father, Jim Foxworthy, worked for IBM. He’s a big man, so we call him Big Jim. Before climbing the management ladder, he just fixed machines. That meant we lived all over the place. From Decatur they transferred him first to Knoxville, Tennessee, and then to Greenville, South Carolina. Along the way, Big Jim and my mom, Carole, had two more kids: my sister, Jennifer, eighteen months younger than me; and my brother Jay, five years younger. We were happy, or so I thought, until I was ten and my parents got divorced.

By the way, their separation didn’t scar me for life. I’m not a comedian because I’m still trying to compensate for a bad childhood, being picked on in school, or having a prehensile tail (since removed). My childhood was okay, probably better than many. Divorce just happens, especially in my family. Between my mom and my dad they’ve been married nine times. As of this writing, they’ve got Elizabeth Taylor beat by one.

Anyway, we moved in with my mom’s folks, James and Mary Camp. They lived on Union Avenue in Hapeville, a small lower-middle-class town eleven miles south of Atlanta.

In Hapeville everybody knew your name. In other words, it was like hanging out at the Cheers bar. Such familiarity was mostly comforting, unless, of course, you were a kid who had done something you didn’t want your family to find out about. My parents called these informers “good neighbors.” We kids just called them snitches.

Hapeville was a great place. It was so small that our morning traffic report depended on a guy looking out his window and saying, “The light is green.” Our fire department didn’t have a truck, just a long hose. If an emergency happened, you just cupped your hand and yelled “9-1-1!” It was also a safe place. You could ride your bike or walk anywhere with no worries. Our home-security system meant latching the screen door. If our screen was ripped, that was still no cause for alarm. For extra protection we had a No-Pest Strip in the living room.


Our backyard was mostly dirt, but we filled it with interesting stuff like a beat-up basketball backboard and rim through which I could never sink a shot. My mother’s family is so tall that nobody ever bothered measuring how high to set the hoop. Standard is ten feet. Ours was more like eleven and a half feet. No wonder in school I was only good at football and baseball.

The backyard also had a pile of concrete blocks, a barrel to burn trash in, and a double kitchen sink turned upside down. My grandfather kept crickets underneath to use as fish bait. My uncles had turned the shack behind the garden into a clubhouse. Inside, they’d hung hardware store posters of women in bikinis holding tools. At the back end of the yard stood a concrete block storage shed. My granddaddy never allowed us inside and never told us why. He guarded that thing. But kids being kids, we eventually picked the lock, snuck in, and poked around. What a disappointment. No beer, no racy magazines, no old hunting dog skeletons. All we found was a garden tiller, fishing gear, a refrigerator stocked with bait, and two huge plastic bags full of rabbits’ tails. I think someone should have told Granddaddy that rabbits’ feet were good luck.

 

The Hapeville postal service must have figured my family for the stupidest people on the block. Why? My uncle Jimmy one day decided to paint M-A-L-E on our mailbox in big block letters. It was just a joke. We’re not idiots. Sometimes I think that living so close to the jet fuel fumes from the planes passing overhead might have had something to do with our odd ways. Every two years the fumes would strip the paint from our cars, so I suppose inhaling the stuff might have affected our brain cells. It certainly would explain the sixth toe on my right foot.

James Camp was Hapeville’s assistant fire chief. He didn’t have much work, though. Honestly, I don’t believe he ever answered a fire alarm. (Once, the high school roof was ablaze, but the firemen couldn’t find the school, even though it was just two blocks away. Kind of embarrassing.) Mostly, the firemen played Ping-Pong and cards, watched the Beverly Hillbillies, and made lewd comments about Ellie Mae.

Granddaddy was fun at home. As little kids, we’d bug him to death, but he never complained. I loved it most when he’d call the Wizard. He wouldn’t do it often, but when he did we’d all gather around. First, Granddaddy would get a deck of cards from the gun rack by the front door (we kept a pellet gun there, just in case). Then he’d say, “Pick a card.” We would. Then we’d show it to him. Next, he would dial the phone and say, “May I speak to the Wizard?” After a bit, he’d go, “Okay, hold on,” and he would hand the phone to one of us. The voice on the other end would say, “Your card is the six of clubs,” and then the line would go dead.

The Wizard was always right. It took me fifteen years to figure out the trick. Turns out…well, I promised my granddaddy I’d never tell. A promise is a promise. All I can say is that when I was a kid, the trick would blow my mind.

 

Childhood is full of mysteries. For me, one of them concerned the house next door, the one I could see from my bedroom window. No one ever lived there for very long. One great thing about transient neighbors is that they don’t sink much money into drapes. If they have curtains at all, they’re flimsy, thin, and always hanging open. This fortunate circumstance is how my brother and I got to see bras and panties on people other than those in our family.

First, we learned that the people next door couldn’t see into our room if we kept the light off. Peering across the side yard night after night we caught many a good bra-and-panty shot. Well, to tell you the truth, we weren’t really sure what we saw a lot of times, but as long as we spotted white cotton and flesh we counted it. For all we knew we could have been ogling a truck driver parading around in his Fruit of the Looms and a CAT hat. For us, it didn’t really matter.

On the other side of our house was a duplex. The McGuires lived closest to us. Mr. and Mrs. McGuire would sit in the living room and look out their window all day long. They knew everything that happened on our street, and even in our house. My uncle Jimmy used to say that he once called up the McGuires and invited them over to dinner, and they said, “Thank you, but we don’t like green beans.”

Mr. Cunningham lived in the other half of the duplex. He was a grumpy old man who kept any balls we hit over his fence. We’d have asked for them back if we weren’t so afraid of him. Cunningham also had a little white poodle named Susie. Nobody liked her either. Susie was one of only two possible old-people-type dogs. The first is the ugly little white poodle with the very pink belly and the lactating eye problem. The other is the Chihuahua with the gray nose and cataracts that is so obese its nipples stick out sideways. Tell me there’s not an old-people pet store somewhere where you can actually buy only these two animals.

I finally got brave enough to crawl into Mr. Cunningham’s yard one night with my trusty penlight. I was eleven and I wanted revenge for all the missing baseballs he’d kept. So I tore thumb-size pieces from all the leaves in his vegetable garden. My plan was to make it look like some rabbit, psychotically depressed at the loss of its tail, had gone on a rampage. Or maybe Susie would be blamed. Unfortunately, old man Cunningham never said anything. If he noticed at all, then, as with our baseballs, he just kept it to himself.

 

My family has always been funny. My dad has the classic Redneck sense of humor. I remember one weekend when I was ten years old. We were at his farm on the opening day of dove-hunting season. By the time the shoot ended, thirty guys had gathered around the truck, and every one had a beer. (If you can’t mix liquor and firearms, what’s the sense of being outdoors?) As usual, my dad was up to something. He turned to one of the guys and said, “Hey, let’s have a contest. Let’s shoot each other’s hats.”

The guy put down his beer and said, “Aright.”

My dad took off his hat and said, “You can shoot mine first.” He threw it high into the air. The other guy wheeled his shotgun around and blasted it. The hat jumped a few feet higher, then floated down with fifteen pellet holes.

Then the other guy tossed his hat into the air. But my dad didn’t even raise his gun. He just waited until the hat hit the ground. Then he walked over, put the shotgun to the canvas, pulled the trigger, and obliterated it.

Everyone broke up laughing. But all I could think of was how my dad was pretty cool and smart and funny. I wished I could also be that way. I guess you have to be careful what you wish for.

My mother’s side of the family also had a few tricks to play. When I was seven or eight, Mom’s oldest brother, Uncle Jimmy, and I would do improv gigs at the family’s covered-dish Christmas parties at the Hapeville Recreation Center. Our act was simple. I’d sit in Jimmy’s lap and play the dummy while he played the ventriloquist. Today they’d probably arrest us both for doing that.

Grandma Camp was also a little loopy in a wonderful sort of way. She’d pile up the sofa with pillows, put blankets on top of you, and bring out a TV tray with a huge bowl of sweet coffee—which was just coffee with tons of sugar and milk. We’d take toast cut in strips and dunk it while we watched cartoons. Talk about hyperactive kids.

Grandma Camp also introduced me to TV trays, and I will always love her for that. They were aluminum, with a clay-pot-and-flower design. Soon after we moved into the Hapeville house, my mother decided her parents needed fiberglass TV trays decorated with expressions from Laugh-In. Things like “Sock It to Me, Baby” in weird block letters. My grandparents still have them. There are few things you can count on in life, but those trays are one.

My mother’s cousins, Dolores and Buddy, were also two of the funniest human beings alive. Sometimes Dolores would imitate someone she’d seen on TV. Or she would tell wild stories. Dolores always loved the one about the son of the lady who cleaned her house getting arrested again.

Dolores acted the housekeeper’s part: She said, “They framed him. It was not his fault. He had loaned his jacket to a friend. The next day the friend had given him his jacket back, and he was just walking down the street, minding his business. But the police grabbed him and arrested him. The problem was that he had not checked his jacket pockets, and he did not realize that he was carrying somebody else’s pistol and $3,000 in cash.”

Or maybe it was only $150 and a penknife. My family remembers stuff and then elaborates. As the years pass we back up each other on our embellishments. It’s like the “guy thing” that happens when two men are deer hunting. If one year you shoot a spike deer that weighs ninety-eight pounds, then every year the deer gains a couple of points and another twenty-five or thirty pounds. While you tell the story, your buddy, who was there with you, just sits and nods.

“Remember when we shot that twelve-pointer? That deer musta weighed three-hundred-and-sixty…”

No matter what, the story will never outweigh the accumulated BS.

 

This story needs no elaboration. It’s one of my earliest comic moments. Perhaps my finest.

When I was ten and my brother, Jay, was five, he had a…problem. Not a serious problem. Today he might say it was more of a personal choice. What I mean to say is that he would go days and days without going to the bathroom. My mother worried constantly, when she wasn’t annoyed.

We had just moved to Union Avenue when the city decided to expand the airport and build a runway that started at the end of our street. One day after a light rain, Jay and I were playing in the construction site and discovered some particularly nice mud. Not too wet, not too dry, sublimely textured. It was destiny. Rather than wallow in the mud like normal kids, I had a great idea: Build a turd.

We used a two-by-four as our platform. The finished product was close to three feet long. It was probably as big around as two fists put together. This thing would have done Man o’ War proud. We picked out all the rocks and tapered one end. We really did a nice job.

After we let it dry in the sun we took it home. I carried one end of the two-by-four and Jay carried the other. We snuck it into the house—maybe the McGuires saw us, but they never said anything—and then into our only bathroom, where we installed it.

We put the blunt end down and stuffed it into the toilet as far as it could go. Then we wrapped it around the bowl once, and brought the tapered end out of the water, almost to the lip of the seat. It looked very much like somebody had forced an anaconda into a fishbowl.

After my brother and I discussed our plan, he nodded and set off to do what I said.

I went into our bedroom, lay on the floor, and laughed for fifteen minutes while he quietly sat in the bathroom, not making a sound. Pretty soon I heard his little voice going, “Mo-om!! Mo-om!!”

By this time I had moved to the closet, where I rocked back and forth with my hand over my mouth. I could hear my mother’s footsteps in the hall. I heard the bathroom door open; she took three more steps. I moved from the closet to the bedroom door and cracked it an inch so I could hear. But I could only imagine the innocent look on my brother’s face, gazing up at my mother as he slid off the commode. Then I heard her: “My God! Jay, when was the last time you went?”

“I think I went last week,” he whispered, almost on the verge of tears. He was great. He was perfection. The next thing I heard was my mother rushing out of the bathroom, heading for the hall phone.

“I’m calling Dr. Seevrit. This is not normal.”

I staggered into the hall, still laughing, and hit the phone switch hook. Then I told her. “No! Mom! It’s not real! We made that out of mud!”

She should have killed us both. But I think she was too relieved to put up much of a fuss.

To this day my brother and I still love to bring up that story, particularly when there’s company. “Hey, Mom, remember when we made the fake turd and fooled you?”

She just turns a bright shade of red.

I didn’t realize it, of course, but somewhere in my little ten-year-old Redneck brain my future was sealed.

 

To kids, hygiene is pretty much just a greeting. We brushed our teeth and considered ourselves clean. When I played Little League, I’d rub dirt on my arms and hands between innings. Later when I got out of the tub, the water looked like mud. Dirty water was a badge of honor. The dirtier the better. I’d actually call people in to verify it.

“You think I didn’t play hard? Take a look at that tub. Bathed yesterday. Got that dirty today.” I had to clean the ring afterward, but it was worth it if I could make a witness say, “Oh my God.” I suppose I could have taken a shower, but back then, Rednecks didn’t have showers. Well, yes we did, but we called them garden hoses.

 


When she met my father, my mother was a keypunch operator for the state of Georgia. While repairing a machine in Carole’s office, Big Jim, in totally Big Jim fashion, flirted with the girls. He asked Carole out, and three months later they were married. Within two years I was born.

Big Jim has a magic way with women, and he is a legendary figure among my friends. Big Jim could romance women in a convent. You’d drop him off out front, and dollars to doughnuts, an hour later he’d leave with his arm around a nun. Recently, he got married for the sixth time. Each wife has been ten years younger than the one before. My brother, sister, and I are scared that if he gets hitched one more time that we’ll be walking his wife to school in the morning.

“Look both ways, Mom.”

She’ll probably be a good cook, though, with that Easy-Bake oven. I love those cakes the size of quarters.

When Big Jim and Carole were still married, he was a Sunday school teacher and a deacon in the First Baptist Church. When we were old enough to understand, Mom informed us of his other interests. We were living in Greenville, South Carolina, when my mother figured out that Big Jim was fooling around with his secretary. Carole has always seen what she wants to see. Her attitude is “Fool me once, shame on you.” By the time she and Big Jim separated, her attitude was “Fool me forty-seven times…” Big Jim was just a charmer. If Carole could have put up with Big Jim’s ways, I think she might have stayed. In fact, I believe Big Jim could pick up the phone and call any woman he’s ever been with, and I guarantee you they would start throwing things in a suitcase and come back.

 

When the marriage ended, Big Jim moved to Washington, D.C., for a few years, then back to the north side of Atlanta. We moved to Hapeville. Grandma and Granddaddy Camp stayed with us in their house for about six months, and then moved a couple of blocks away. We didn’t drive them away. My grandparents just kept moving for the heck of it. They’d buy a house and as soon as they’d get the couch positioned properly in the den, they’d start house-hunting again. They moved six times within a three square mile area before I got out of high school. Apparently, no one had ever explained to them the meaning of equity.

 

When my grandparents moved out, my uncle Jack, the kindest, nicest human being I’ve ever known, moved in. A couple of years later my mom remarried. My stepdad’s name was Paul. He worked at the same place my mother worked—a distribution center for small, off-brand grocery stores.

We all lived in the Union Avenue house for a while, then moved to College Park. I didn’t like living there because none of my friends were around, and soon I started riding the city bus back to Hapeville High. However, I did manage to make a few friends in College Park. One, Buddy Hammond, lived two doors away. To this day, he remains one of my best pals.

With Buddy, you could take the “might be” out of “you might be a Redneck…” Buddy still eats sardines at 5 A.M. with a cup of coffee. He once made his mother a change purse out of deer testicles, as a present. Buddy took the scrotum sack, tanned it, and laced in a drawstring at the top. What mother wouldn’t be proud to carry that? (I don’t know what he did with the actual balls, but they probably wound up in someone’s secret recipe, with butter and salt.)

Today, despite an obsessive interest in taxidermy that sometimes costs him more than his annual income, Buddy is a software specialist with IBM. And he’s still a Redneck. Buddy trained himself to wear the wingtips and the jacket and the tie, but he has not been able to give up the chewing tobacco. The boss still yells at him for using a spit cup on his desk in front of other people.


“[spit] You know what you need to do with this here computer? [spit] You need to…”

When I was in college, I shared an apartment with Buddy. Our place looked like a salute to stuffed animals. Buddy had actually apprenticed at a taxidermist’s one summer and took home everything that nobody came back to claim, including a goat. (Tell me, when is it goat season?) But I couldn’t blame Buddy for his fascination with dead animals and parts thereof. Taxidermy is a male preoccupation. You never hear a woman say, “You know what would look nice over the sofa? A big dead fish. Wouldn’t that look great?”

I’ve learned that women don’t like anything from a taxidermist. In fact, if there weren’t any women, men would have apartments full of dead, mounted animals. They’d spend the whole day showing them off to each other.

“C’mon in here, George. Take a look at this. That there is a white-tailed deer, a mallard duck, and a Siamese cat. Had to run off the road to hit the cat. They’re quick!”

Don’t write letters. It’s a joke. I have two cats—one on either side of the fireplace.

 

Pawpaw is Big Jim’s mom. She grew up on a farm in Denmark, South Carolina, about an hour south of Columbia. Now she’s in her eighties. When I was little, we’d spend about a month with her each summer. The farm was in the middle of nowhere. We learned to milk cows and ride horses, and to otherwise amuse ourselves. (When I got older, amusing myself meant looking for girls. Girls in farm country get bored easily, too.) Pawpaw’s brother, Bob, used to say, “When we were kids, we had no toys. We had to learn to walk a barrel.” So one summer I mastered walking a trash barrel. Unlike some subjects I had to learn in school, barrel-walking has come in handy. You do it all day long in show business.

Another advantage of having relatives who lived on a farm was that we learned to drive early. I started when I was ten years old. By the time I got my learner’s permit I’d been driving so many years that it was no big deal. Other kids were proud to do cartwheels in the living room. I could parallel park before my first kiss. I had the parking down. All I needed was the girl.

Bob taught me to drive. He put phone books under me and I had to stand up on the seat. My first car was a truck with three-on-the-tree, meaning the stick shift was on the steering column. But Bob figured it was no big deal because the tractors had twenty gears. The adults thought nothing of letting kids drive because then you could do stuff for them on the farm. They didn’t have time to bullshit around, they needed the help.

It was always, “Take this trash to the dump.” Or “Go take the truck down there to Bobby’s house, put those shingles on it, and bring them back up here.”

My dad taught my brother, Jay, to drive. He took the truck out in the middle of the hayfield and said, “This is how you stop it, this is how you start it. Practice.” It was a 200-acre field. You couldn’t hit anything. My brother did. He hit a tree.

Jay said, “Daddy, I scratched the truck.”

“Right,” said Big Jim. “Scratched the rear quarter panel right off of it.”

 

I should tell you right now that I am not the most famous product of my hometown.

Hapeville is where they invented the Chik-Fil-A. It’s like a piece of breaded chicken on a buttered bun that, if you put one on top of your head, your tongue would beat your brains out to get to it. It’s hard not to touch yourself when you’re eating a Chik-Fil-A. We don’t have Chik-Fil-A in California, but on the East Coast the mere mention of a Chik-Fil-A guarantees a gasp.

The first Chik-Fil-A was served at a restaurant named the Dwarf House, in Hapeville. I’m not making this up. The outside decor featured the Seven Dwarfs carved out of wood; they were painted and mounted on a movable track. Doug Davis, a Hapeville artist famous enough to have a street—Doug Davis Drive—named after him, had painted the Seven Dwarfs. I’m not sure where Snow White was. But the contraption never seemed to work and a couple of the dwarfs fell over out of sheer boredom. The restaurant also had a little bitty door that we, as kids, were obligated to go in and out of.

Everyone from high school hung out at the Dwarf House parking lot. I had my first sexual experience there, and my first bloody nose. Same night, same person. Also, my first Chik-Fil-A. I wanted no more out of life, except maybe to have a street named after me. And wouldn’t you know it, recently Hapeville asked my mother if they could put my name on every city-limits sign.

 

Like I said at the beginning, I’m a blue-collar guy at heart. Now you know it’s true. One reason I make Redneck jokes is, well…I have to. Otherwise, having to endure an attitude from the rest of the country that Southerners are stupid and backward would be too depressing.

Apparently we get our reputation because of how we speak. People think they need an interpreter to understand us. I’ve never met anyone who thinks Southern is the world’s most intelligent-sounding accent. When people hear me talk they automatically want to deduct a hundred IQ points. (This may be at the root of many of President Clinton’s troubles.) To be honest, I sort of feel the same way. None of us would want to hear our brain surgeon say, “Aright…now what we gon’ do is saw the top of yer head off, root aroun’ in ’er with a stick and see if we cain’t maybe find that dadburned clot.”

You’d say, “No thanks. I’ll just die, okay?”

This is also why Southern financial advisers have such a tough time. Nobody wants to give their money to somebody who talks this way. “[snort] Well, the key is you got to di-ver-si-fy wi’ yer money. What we’ll do is we’ll take half of it, put it in a big mayonnaise jar, bury it out in yer backyard. The other half we’ll take down to the dog track and bet on the one that does his business right before the race starts.”

I’m still proud of where I come from. We may have words nobody’s heard of, but we also have strong values. Most everybody goes to church and is pretty family oriented. Boy scouts, Little League, and scoring points for roadkill are a way of life.

And believe it or not, sometimes we’re also guilty of being snobs. We rarely trust someone who isn’t like us. We worry about people who would rather go to work than go fishing. But I’ll tell you a secret rarely whispered north of the Mason-Dixon line: What we’re really doing is keeping a good thing going. Our whole image of overalls, no shirt, no shoes, eating grits, chewing tobacco, butt cracks, and acting stupid is intentional and a total farce.

We just do that to keep the rest of the country from coming down here.










Y’all Watch This!




What are a Redneck’s famous last words?

Simple.

“Y’all watch this!”

Whatever the foolhardy act, his friends always oblige. In fact, they probably put the poor guy up to no good in the first place, just for a laugh. Not that he minds. Men know that their friends are going to get them in trouble. They expect it. That’s why they’re called friends. Have you ever heard a guy describe friendship? There’s always trouble involved.

“Ole George, boy, he’s a great friend. He’ll come get you out of jail at 3:00 in the morning.”

That doesn’t sound like friendship to me. If George was a great friend his ass would also be in jail, sitting on a cot, smoking a cigarette, going, “She didn’t look like no cop, did she?”

 

The things we do for friends.

I once jumped onto a hay bale, off the back of a pickup truck moving at forty miles an hour. I was seventeen and my best friend, Larry Burns, talked me into doing it. It was easy. All Burns had to say was “You know, there’s not anybody in the world got the guts to do that.” We were at my dad’s farm, and already a few under-age beers into the twilight. “But I guess if anybody had those guts, Foxworthy,” he continued, “you’d come closest. But nobody’s got that many guts.”

Five minutes later we were racing through the 200-acre pasture. I tried to keep my balance in the truck bed. We passed the hay bale and I leapt. It looked soft—made of hay, right—but it was packed as solid as a rock. I hit the bale, broke my nose, and passed out. I woke up to the sound of Larry laughing. Later, the doctor asked, “How did this happen, son?”

I told the truth. “My friend dared me.”

 

I met Larry Burns in fifth grade, on the first day of school. We instantly became best friends. He can still verify what I was wearing that day: orange plaid pants and an orange shirt with a zipper. I went all out. I figured it would be hard to forget a kid so stylishly dressed. My Southern sense of cool also explained the blue plaid pants and the blue zip-up shirt in my closet—I wore them in the school pictures—and possibly why I was so hot with the fifth grade girls. Because of my fashion sense, Tracey Young and I went together for two or three months. We never touched or, I think, spoke. But that had nothing to do with Tracey and everything to do with where my real affections lay. I was really “going with” Burns and the guys. We were inseparable..

 

Once Burns convinced me to run through an apartment complex buck naked.

“Jump out of the car,” he said, “and Chastain [Danny, the third member of our group, and a year older] and I will pick you up on the other side of the building.”

I was such a dumbass. I took off my clothes and got out of the car. No sooner had the door slammed than Burns locked me out, turned on the bright lights, and started honking the horn. I streaked, all right, right into a stand of nearby trees. Then Burns and Chastain drove off and left me. You don’t have many options when you’re naked in the woods at night. A discarded McDonald’s bag starts looking like possible clothing, even a bag for a small order of fries.

Was I pissed? Yes, but only for a moment. After all, I could just as easily have put Burns up to bolting through the building wearing nothing but his horn-rim glasses while I pulled the double-cross.

This incident hardly dimmed my enthusiasm for being naked in public. (Only winter weather can do that because what man wants to look like he’s carrying around a thirty-cent stack of dimes?) Later that year, Burns, Chastain, and I put on stocking masks and our football helmets and streaked through a high school assembly. We figured we were really clever and mysterious. But two minutes into the next class the PA system crackled to life: “Would Jeff Foxworthy, Larry Burns, and Danny Chastain come to Mr. Givens office IMMEDIATELY!” Okay, so we were caught, but the worst part was that somewhere on the smirk-filled walk to the principal’s office we figured out how. Our team numbers were on the backs of our helmets. The saddest thing was that we were some of the smartest kids in the school.

 

I first heard the term “Redneck” when I played baseball and football for Hapeville High. When we’d compete against teams from Atlanta’s north side—the money side—they’d always call us “a bunch of Rednecks.” Then, the term was still something of an insult. Now it just means a glorious absence of sophistication. Naturally, we found ways to make the high-society boys pay—with compounded interest.

For instance, every year we’d play Pace Academy, a private school for rich kids, located right by the governor’s mansion. Even in the ninth grade, Burns and I were already on the varsity baseball team. We just weren’t good enough to start, so we mostly warmed the bench. During the Pace game we watched as their first baseman kept elbowing one of our guys, Danny Beck. Finally, Beck said, “If he does it again, I’m gonna hit the guy.” Burns turned to me and said, “If Beck hits the first baseman, I’m gonna beat the crap outta the kid at second base.”

Sure enough, an inning or two later, Beck singled. Pace’s first baseman used his elbow, and Beck turned around and popped him. The benches emptied and so did the field, as everyone ran toward first base. Except Burns. He made a beeline for the second baseman and blindsided the poor guy.

From then on, and for the next four years, Burns beat this hapless kid, Chad Redman, into dogshit every time we played Pace in sports. During basketball Burns would say, “If I get in, I’m gonna deck Redman.” Somebody would shoot the ball, everybody would look for the rebound, and Burns would…boom! hit Redman in the stomach. Then we’d have nine guys running down the court and one guy lying in the foul lane.

The weird thing was that Redman always knew it was coming.


We didn’t discover why Burns had it in for Redman until our senior year, when someone just happened to ask him. We could never have guessed the reason, but the answer also didn’t surprise us. It was pure Burns. “He’s got orange hair,” he said. “I hate orange hair.”

Just my luck, I suppose, that he didn’t mind orange clothes.

 

Knowing a kid’s parents often explains the sometimes irrational acts of the friend you hang out with every day. Even if his ways still make no sense, you at least know what to expect. Later in life, this is why it’s a good idea to meet your prospective in-laws long before the word “marriage” is ever mentioned. Just in case there’s insanity or a severe case of midlife ugliness in your intended’s family, it’s not too late to get out and join the witness protection program.

Larry Burns’s dad drove a truck that carried cars for the Ford Motor Company. I don’t think I ever saw Mr. Burns with a shirt on. He had a gut like the front end of a ’55 Buick, only without the headlights. Well, one big light in the middle. His navel was the size of a hubcap. He was a big, big man. Every kid in the neighborhood was scared to death of him, even though Mr. Burns’s bark was far worse than his bite.

I remember once I called their house looking for Larry, and his dad answered.

“Hello?”

“Mr. Burns, this is Jeff Foxworthy. Is Larry there?”

“Ah, for cryin’ out loud!”

“Something wrong?”

“Eeyeah.”

“What?”

“Well, I been watching this movie for the past hour and a half. Guy finally gets the girl. Invites her back to his apartment, they have a few cocktails. They’re on the sofa, they start kissing around a little bit. He talks her into the bedroom. Gets her in there, gets her blouse off, pulls her skirt off, gets her naked. He takes his pants off, pulls his shirt off. He’s climbing into his bed, he’s about to get on top of her…and the damn phone rings and it’s YOU wantin’ to know where LARRY is!”

Another time I went to visit Larry, and Mr. Burns was all smiles and glad to see me. He said, “Hey Fox! You want some homemade peach ice cream? Just made it.”

“Yessir.” He handed me this bowl of stuff. I took a spoonful and I can still remember that it was some of the worst-tasting glop I’d ever eaten in my life. But Lord knows, I didn’t want to offend Mr. Burns. I managed to get the whole thing down and I carried my bowl into the kitchen.

He said, “Hey, you want some more!”

I said, “No sir, I’m full.”

“You didn’t like it?”

“No, it was really good. I’m just full.”

He started laughing: “You dumb shit! That wasn’t peach ice cream! That’s a thing of apricot yogurt. Been in the refrigerator for a couple of months.”

I knew that meant Mr. Burns liked me. Otherwise he wouldn’t have wasted his time. He was not a cruel man. In fact, his attitude pretty much explained Larry’s way of confronting life. He always had this look in his eyes like he knew something you didn’t. It was usually true. I miss him.

 

I loved hanging out at my friends’ houses, especially Deke Cole’s. Although Deke’s dad had died, his mother was great because she allowed us to drop by at all hours.

At Deke’s house we perfected our technique of dropping M-80s down street gutters, just to hear the explosions. Also, because we could hide behind the shrubs near the driveway, we could take a stuffed animal, tie it to some fishing line, and drag it across Jonesboro Road at night, right in front of an oncoming car. You could get some pretty nice-looking skids going. Until you’ve seen a family of four doing a “three-sixty” in a Ford wagon, you really haven’t lived.

 

By the time we were in the tenth grade, Danny Chastain had become legendary for his gas. On more than one occasion, anyone driving in a car with Chastain as a passenger had to pull over and get out on the roadside, just to prevent asphyxiation. Chastain could clear out an ROTC platoon, even though they knew that if they moved an inch they would have to do fifty push-ups. You had to move.

Because of Chastain’s prowess Burns and I decided it was only right that we make our friend a World Heavyweight Championship belt in metal shop. We engraved it with those words, and a big cloud. Burns’s dad, who made money on the side reupholstering furniture, supplied us with black vinyl. We added metal studs as a final touch.

Chastain was pretty proud of that belt, but one of the cooks at the Dwarf House complained that to give Chastain a trophy without a title bout just wasn’t fair. He wanted to challenge Chastain for the crown.

We needed a place to hold the contest. Pete Riggins lived across the street from the Cole’s. Pete was Hapeville High’s ninety-eight-pound weight class wrestling champ three years in a row. He wasn’t big, but he was quick and nimble. Also funny. His dad was the pharmacist at the local drugstore.

We held the fifteen-round championship showdown in Pete’s living room. (You learn to entertain yourself a lot in a small town.) Burns and I were Chastain’s trainers. The afternoon of the fight we made Danny drink three beers, and his mother, who was also in on it, made hard-boiled eggs and a pot of broccoli. We loaded him up.


Pete Riggins, Steve Raymond, and Doc Riggins were our judges. They even had official clipboards. Now remember, with an event like this we had to create the rules because we had no previous competitions to go by. We decided that each guy had two minutes per round to work up his best effort. We judged by sound and stench.

To our complete amazement, Doc Riggins took his responsibilities very seriously. I will never forget him getting up, walking across the room, wafting the odor up with his hand, saying, “Oh my God!” and marking the score on his clipboard. He did this with each attempt. What a great dad. Even if I thought he was totally nuts, I had to respect the man.

I think he was totally nuts.

 

Burns and I also liked to hold contests at school. One was the King Slob competition. The idea was to determine who could dress the grungiest for a whole week. From Monday through Thursday we were both pretty equally matched: torn shirts, dirty tennis shoes, muddy pants. On Friday I decided to go all out to beat him. I didn’t shower, wash my hair, or brush my teeth. I wore my three-day-old football practice undershirt and hunting pants, and added whatever extra dirt I could think of. When I got to school I looked around for Burns, confident I had him beat. Suddenly he walked up wearing the prettiest three-piece suit I’d ever seen.

“You win, Fox,” was all he said. That was enough. I heard those words in my head the entire day, while I sat in class looking like the world’s biggest dirt pile, and Burns beamed like a million bucks in his new threads.

 

A major rite of passage in Hapeville was the trip to Shit Creek. Sorry, but that’s what we called the two-mile stretch of woods through which ran the drain-off from the sewage treatment plant between Hapeville and Forest Park. The creek wasn’t scary in the daylight, but when the sun went down no one was safe.
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