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Introduction

	Dolly Parton stands as one of the most remarkable figures in American cultural history. With a career spanning over six decades, she has transcended the boundaries of music, becoming a symbol of resilience, creativity, and philanthropy. Born into poverty in the Appalachian Mountains of Tennessee, Parton’s rise to global stardom is a testament to her extraordinary talent and unwavering determination. Her journey from a small cabin in Locust Ridge to the glittering stages of Nashville and Hollywood is a story of ambition, hard work, and a unique ability to connect with people from all walks of life.

	Parton’s influence extends far beyond her music. As a songwriter, she has penned some of the most iconic songs in country music history, with "Jolene" and "I Will Always Love You" becoming anthems that resonate across generations. As a businesswoman, she has built an empire that includes Dollywood, a theme park that celebrates the culture of the Smoky Mountains, and a vast array of other ventures that have solidified her as a savvy entrepreneur. Her philanthropic efforts, particularly through the Imagination Library, have made a profound impact on literacy and education, earning her recognition as one of the most generous and socially conscious celebrities of her time.

	Parton’s life has been marked by key figures and moments that have shaped her path. From her early collaborations with Porter Wagoner, which helped catapult her to fame, to her successful transition into Hollywood, where she starred in films like 9 to 5 and Steel Magnolias, Parton has consistently reinvented herself while staying true to her roots. Her music, often drawing from her personal experiences, reflects the struggles and joys of life in a way that is both deeply personal and universally relatable.

	As a cultural icon, Parton’s significance cannot be overstated. She embodies the spirit of the American dream, yet she also challenges traditional notions of success and femininity. Her image, characterized by her flamboyant style and self-deprecating humor, is as carefully crafted as her music, and it has made her a beloved figure across the world. However, behind the sequins and the wigs lies a woman of deep faith, fierce intelligence, and an unwavering commitment to the causes she holds dear.

	This book will explore the many facets of Dolly Parton’s life and career, delving into her early years, her rise to fame, and her enduring legacy. Through a detailed examination of her work, relationships, and the cultural contexts in which she has operated, we will uncover the complexities of a woman who has become a national treasure. As we journey through the chapters, we will gain a deeper understanding of how Dolly Parton has not only shaped the world of country music but has also left an indelible mark on American culture and beyond.

	 


Chapter 1

	The Early Years – Humble Beginnings in Tennessee

	The roots of Dolly Parton’s life stretch deep into the rugged terrain of the Smoky Mountains, where she was born on January 19, 1946, in a one-room cabin in Locust Ridge, Tennessee. This remote region, characterized by its dense forests and mist-covered hills, was not only the backdrop of Dolly’s childhood but also a significant influence on her music and identity. The Parton family, led by her father, Robert Lee Parton, and mother, Avie Lee Owens Parton, embodied the values of hard work, faith, and resilience, which would later become central themes in Dolly’s songs.

	Robert Lee, known to his family as “Lee,” was a man of few words, often working long hours as a sharecropper and later as a construction worker to provide for his large family. Despite his lack of formal education, Lee was a resourceful and determined provider, traits that Dolly would inherit and often credit for her own success. Avie Lee, on the other hand, was the emotional cornerstone of the family. She had a deep love for music, particularly the old Appalachian ballads and hymns, which she sang to her children, passing down a rich oral tradition that had been preserved in the mountains for generations. Avie Lee’s songs and stories, filled with tales of love, loss, and faith, ignited a spark in young Dolly, who would later describe her mother as one of her first and most important musical influences.

	Growing up, Dolly was the fourth of twelve children, a position that came with both responsibilities and challenges. The Partons were poor, even by the standards of rural Tennessee, often lacking basic necessities like adequate clothing and food. However, the family’s lack of material wealth was compensated by a strong sense of unity and love. Dolly’s siblings, particularly her older brothers, Denver and Willadeene, played pivotal roles in her early life. Denver, a budding musician himself, often played the guitar, while Willadeene, who had a gift for writing, would later become a poet and author. Their creative pursuits provided a fertile ground for Dolly’s burgeoning talent, offering her both inspiration and a sense of camaraderie.

	Despite the hardships, the Parton household was filled with music. On Saturday nights, the family would gather around the radio to listen to the Grand Ole Opry, a ritual that left a lasting impression on Dolly. She was captivated by the voices of country legends like Kitty Wells and Hank Williams, whose songs echoed the struggles and dreams of the working-class South. By the age of six, Dolly was already showing signs of musical talent, picking up melodies on her homemade guitar, a gift from her uncle, Bill Owens. Bill, who was only a few years older than Dolly, recognized her potential early on and became one of her first mentors. He took her to local radio shows and helped her write her first songs, nurturing the early spark that would eventually grow into a lifelong passion.

	Dolly’s childhood was marked by a deep sense of ambition, a drive that was evident even in her earliest performances. At the age of ten, she made her first appearance on the Cas Walker Farm and Home Hour, a popular radio and television program broadcast from Knoxville. This opportunity, orchestrated by her uncle Bill, was a significant milestone in her young career. It was here that Dolly first experienced the thrill of performing for an audience, a sensation that would fuel her determination to succeed. The exposure she gained from the show led to more opportunities, including a guest spot on The Midday Merry-Go-Round, another Knoxville-based program that showcased local talent.

	As Dolly’s star began to rise, her family’s support became even more crucial. Despite their limited means, the Partons made sacrifices to ensure that Dolly could pursue her dreams. Lee and Avie Lee, though initially hesitant about their daughter’s aspirations, eventually came to see Dolly’s talent as a possible ticket out of poverty. They encouraged her to continue performing, even if it meant traveling long distances or missing school. This unwavering support from her family, particularly her mother, who often accompanied her to performances, provided Dolly with the confidence she needed to navigate the challenges of the entertainment industry.

	While Dolly’s talent was undeniable, her journey to success was far from easy. The early years of her career were marked by numerous setbacks and disappointments. After graduating from Sevier County High School in 1964, Dolly moved to Nashville, the heart of the country music industry, with hopes of launching her professional career. However, the transition from small-town Tennessee to the bustling streets of Music City proved to be a daunting task. Nashville, with its competitive music scene, was not immediately welcoming to the young singer. Dolly faced rejection from record labels and industry executives who doubted her potential, often telling her that she was “too country” or that her voice was “too different” for mainstream success.

