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INTRODUCTION


Take it from me—figuring out what boundaries define the South and what makes a Southerner definitely aren’t easy tasks. The US Census Bureau has come up with a list of sixteen states that it has declared to be the South: Delaware, Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Maryland, Virginia, West Virginia, Alabama, Kentucky, Mississippi, Tennessee, Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Texas.

Meanwhile, historians are convinced that the South includes the eleven states (and one territory) that seceded before or during the Civil War and established the Confederate States of America (CSA). That list omits Maryland, Delaware, West Virginia, and Kentucky, with Oklahoma as the territory at the time.

Some folks may disagree with both the historians and the Census Bureau, but, as a Southern girl hailing from Georgia, the Census Bureau list suits me just fine. Or, as a wise old friend once old me, “It’s close enough for government work.” I do have one thing weighing on my mind, though. What about those people who were born elsewhere, say up north or out west, who moved to the South as infants, or vice versa? Are they adopted Southerners? What about the snowbirds from the North and Midwest who now call Florida home? I like to believe that some of those transplanted people could be just as Southern as the rest of us.


Think of former president George W. Bush, poet Carl Sandburg, or Larry the Cable Guy. Bush was born in Connecticut but grew up in Texas; Sandburg was born in Chicago but spent the last years of his life in North Carolina, where he did a whole bunch of writing; Larry the Cable Guy puts on a good act of being a good ole boy from the South, but he was actually born in Nebraska. As he explains: “I went to college in Georgia, so I picked up the Southern accent. I talked like that with my friends all the time, because it was fun. It was funny … All my friends were real Southern. We’re buddies, so I’d say stuff to make them laugh. So that was pretty much it.”

Who is a Southerner and who’s not is a conundrum, for sure. I tend to think that being labeled a Southerner is a state of mind, and certainly so if you’re not born in one of the states listed as being in the South. As singer-songwriter Darius Rucker says in the song (coincidentally entitled “Southern State of Mind”):


I could be anywhere.

In my heart I’m always there.

Where you know everybody and if

you don’t you’re still polite.

No changin’ who I am, that’s the way I’ve always been.

No matter what state I’m in,

I’m in a Southern state of mind.




Next there was the matter of selecting the quotes to go with the topics. I decided to mix in a sprinkling of serious statements with humorous comments, because every Southerner worth his or her weight in gold has a mighty fine sense of humor. I certainly learned a great deal about the people of the South (and those adopted Southerners) while doing research for this book. My hope is that you will find out more about this wonderful region of the country that I am fortunate to call home. Moreover, I hope both my words and the people I quote in these pages will have a profound effect on your emotions and you’ll laugh, nod your head in agreement, or maybe wipe a tear from your cheek.

Whatever the region is called—Old South, New South, the Deep South, or (Lord have mercy) Dixie, among other nicknames, it’s an area known for warm hospitality, a colorful history, a rich and varied landscape, rib-sticking food, a place with both an avid sports base and a devotion to religion, and patriotism. On the following pages, I’ll share quotes on those topics and more, including civil rights and justice, relationships and family, as well as romance and love, and life and death.

I’ll wrap it all up with a list of homegrown advice and descriptions of life in the South offered by natives and outsiders, like poet Walt Whitman of New York, who wrote this poem:



O magnet-South! O glistening

perfumed South! My South!

O quick mettle, rich blood, impulse and love!

Good and evil! O all dear to me …

A Kentucky corn-field, the tall, graceful,

long-leav’d corn, slender,

flapping, bright green, with tassels, with

beautiful ears each well-sheath’d in its husk;

O my heart! O tender and fierce pangs, I can stand them not, I will depart;

O to be a Virginian where I grew

up! O to be a Carolinian!

O longings irrepressible! O I will go back to

old Tennessee and never wander more.










CHAPTER 1

The People of the South and Their Unique Character




If you ask a Southerner to describe one of their own, you best plan to sit a spell, because most folks from the South are natural-born storytellers. Add a delicious drawl that will stop you in your tracks, and—in a New York minute—you’ll be mesmerized. That drawl is different even within the South. Someone from the Georgia coast has a different accent than someone from Charleston, South Carolina, and a Charlestonian sounds nothing like someone from the North Carolina mountains.

Wherever they’re from and whatever their accent, Southerners love to talk to anyone and everyone. They’re both honest and kind to a fault, and are known to speak their minds and take their time with nary an apology. To a Southerner, good manners are a must. In a blog for the Houston Chronicle, Marcy De Luna listed “Things We Do in the South that Northerners Just Don’t Get”: “The gentlemanly arts include opening doors and car doors for women (just because we can do it ourselves doesn’t mean we want to), offering us a chair, and walking on the outside of a sidewalk so we’re safe from traffic.”

Even without a proper introduction, a Southerner might strike up a conversation and start telling you—in glorious detail—how they think, what they know, and whatever it is they’re planning to do. When they dish out their opinions—accessorized with a grand gift of gab—they don’t hold back for anything. They’re loud and proud of their heritage, faith, and families. People in other parts of the country might snicker and call this quality an affliction, but down South, we refer to their jabbering as attitude, advice, or plain ole sass.

Visualize a gathering of men chewing the fat in a barbershop or a gaggle of women having their hair washed and set at the neighborhood beauty parlor. Or, picture a few guys playing checkers while sitting on overturned buckets under a couple of pecan trees. Chances are, all those men and women are chatting about this ’n’ that and coming up with descriptions of their Southern style that could fill volumes.

Charles Kuralt of CBS News hit it right on the mark in Southerners: Portrait of a People: “In the South, the breeze blows softer … neighbors are friendlier, and more talkative. (By contrast with the Yankee, the Southerner never uses one word when ten or twenty will do) … This is a different place. Our way of thinking is different, as are our ways of seeing, laughing, singing, eating, meeting and parting. Our walk is different, as the old song goes, our talk and our names.”

* * *


Southerners love a good tale. They are born reciters, great memory retainers, diary keepers, letter exchangers … great talkers.

—Eudora Welty, writer




Because I was born in the South, I’m a Southerner. If I had been born in the North, the West or the Central Plains, I would just be a human being.

—Clyde Edgerton, writer



I love being Southern because of the people and the fans we have. People down here are more friendly—really warm people.

—Gary Rossington, founder of the Southern rock band, Lynyrd Skynyrd



The only place in the world that nothing has to be explained to me is the South.

—Woodrow Wilson, twenty-sixth president of the United States



This “Whoa, Nellie!” thing is overrated. There were all kinds of stories going around. People said I had a mule in Georgia named Nellie. Well, we had a mule in Georgia, but her name was Pearl.

—Keith Jackson, sportscaster



And what we students of history always learn is that the human being is a very complicated contraption and that they are not good or bad but are good and bad and the good comes out of the bad and the bad out of the good, and the devil take the hindmost.

—Robert Penn Warren, All the King’s Men




Southern girls are God’s gift to the entire male population. There is absolutely no woman finer than one raised below the Mason–Dixon line, and once you go Southern, may the good Lord help you never go back.

—Kenny Chesney, singer



Being Southern isn’t talking with an accent … or rocking on a porch while drinking sweet tea, or knowing how to tell a good story. It’s how you’re brought up—with Southerners, family (blood kin or not) is sacred; you respect others and are polite nearly to a fault; you always know your place but are fierce about your beliefs. And food—along with college football—is darn near a religion.

—Jan Norris, writer



These were people who remembered the weight of the cotton sack, people with grease under their fingernails that no amount of Octagon soap would ever scrub away, people who built redwood decks on their mobile homes and have no idea that smart-aleck Yankees think that is somehow funny. People of the pines. My people.

—Rick Bragg, author, All Over But the Shoutin’




We Southerners live at a leisurely pace and sharing our hospitality with our family, friends, and the stranger within our gate is one of our greatest joys.

—Winifred G. Cheney, writer



There are so many colorful characters in Florida. There’s a lot of money, development—not all of it good—and corruption.

—John Grisham, writer



Some people take me as being a rowdy, honky-tonk hero type. Some people see me as a quiet person. I guess I can be either one, you know, at any moment.

—Dickey Betts, former member of The Allman Brothers Band



In New Orleans I have noticed that people are happiest when they are going to funerals, making money, taking care of the dead, or putting on masks at Mardi Gras so nobody knows who they are.

—Walker Percy, author, Lancelot




Shoot, man, I loved being a damn heel. Something about that, just going out there and being the most despicable person you could ever be, was a real turn-on for me. And I grew up a real shy kid in south Texas, and it was something for me to lean on and have fun with.

—“Stone Cold” Steve Austin, former professional wrestler



Never let it be said that dialect is a reflection of intellect. On the contrary, it is a reflection of the deep traditional values of a culture that respects family, God, and a language system above everything else. I give thanks to my maker that I’m a Southern woman.

—Patricia H. Graham, writer



I was born in Dallas, Texas, but I was raised in south Florida. “Ice Ice Baby” is about that area.

—Vanilla Ice, musician



I learned a long time ago that you don’t have to go around using bad language and trying to hurt people to show how macho you are. That stuff won’t get you anywhere; it just shows lack of vocabulary and character.

—Bobby Bowden, former football coach, Florida State University




My mother’s people, the people who captured my imagination when I was growing up, were of the Deep South—emotional, changeable, touched with charisma and given to histrionic flourishes. They were courageous under tension and unexpectedly tough beneath their wild eccentricities, for they had an unusually close working agreement with God. They also had an unusually high quota of bullshit.

—Willie Morris, author



On Christmas morning, before we could open our Christmas presents, we would go to this stranger’s home and bring them presents. I remember helping clean the house up and putting up a tree. My father believed that you have a responsibility to look after everyone else.

—George Clooney, actor



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.

—Tig Notaro, Garden & Gun



I’m a country boy. I’m from Georgia.

—Jason Aldean, singer




Despite the sarcastic remarks of Northerners, who don’t know the region (read Easterners, Westerners, North Easterners, North Westerners, Midwesterners), the South of the United States can be so impellingly beautiful that sophisticated creature comforts diminish in importance.

—Maya Angelou, author, Gather Together in My Name



I always told people Alabama was the smartest state because it has four As and a B.

—Dabo Swinney, football coach at Clemson University



Great things happen in small places. Jesus was born in Bethlehem. Jesse Jackson was born in Greenville.

—Jesse Jackson, activist



Yes, sir. I’m a real Southern boy. I got a red neck, white socks, and Blue Ribbon beer.

—Billy Carter, brother of Jimmy Carter, thirty-ninth president of the United States



I’d sooner wear white shoes in February, drink unsweetened tea, and eat Miracle Whip instead of Duke’s than utter the word “you guys.”

—Celia Rivenbark, author, Bless Your Heart, Tramp: And Other Southern Endearments




Always marry a woman from Texas. No matter how tough things get, she’s seen tougher.

—Dan Rather, journalist



She was so Southern that she cried tears that came straight from the Mississippi and she always smelled faintly of cottonwood and peaches.

—Sarah Addison Allen, author, Garden Spells



Oh, all Southern women say they’re sorry. You could do almost anything—bump into someone, don’t spread the jam right—you’re always sorry. I’ve had people tell me to stop saying it so much.

—Andie MacDowell, actress



I was the fattest baby in Clark County, Arkansas. They put me in the newspaper. It was like a prize turnip.

—Billy Bob Thornton, actor and director



There’s a Southern accent, where I come from The young’uns call it country, the Yankees call it dumb. I got my own way of talking, but everything gets done With a Southern accent, where I come from.

—Tom Petty, musician, “Southern Accents”




My career still strikes me as miraculous. That a boy raised on Marine bases in the South, taught by Roman Catholic nuns in backwater Southern towns that loathed Catholics, and completed his education with an immersion into The Citadel—the whole story sounds fabricated, impossible even to me. Maybe especially to me.

—Pat Conroy, author, A Lowcountry Heart: Reflections on a Writing Life



Everyone in the South has no time for reading because they are all too busy writing.

—William Faulkner, writer



Deep down, I’m a Texas girl looking for that big romance every girl dreams about. Biologically, I look forward to being a cornerstone of a family. I’ll be in my glory when I have a child on my knee.

—Renee Zellweger, actress



Southern people are raised with a work ethic. My son is five years old and does chores. My mom was a dance teacher, and the training and discipline it takes to be a dancer I’ve carried with me in Hollywood.

—Jaime Pressly, actress




Fincher was the kind of Southerner who will try to address you through a web of deep and antic Southernness, and who assumes everybody in earshot knows all about his parents and history and wants to hear an update about them at every opportunity. He looks young, but still manages to act sixty-five.

—Richard Ford, author, The Sportswriter



I’m not a person who naturally loves to wake up in the morning and go “Yeah, I’m going to work out for five hours—wooh!” Like, that’s not my thing. I’m from Texas. I like to eat carbs. I like to chill out with my friends and do anything but 150 push-ups and sit-ups.

—Jennifer Love Hewitt, actress



I don’t think a man has to go around shouting and playacting to prove he is something. And a real man don’t go around putting other guys down, trampling their feelings in the dirt, making out they’re nothing.

—Joe Frazier, former professional boxer



The first trip I can remember would have to be to Marianna, Arkansas. My mother’s parents are from there, and we’d go every year to visit the church where they were buried. We’d attend church service that day, put flowers around their tombstones, and visit with family and friends that still lived there.

—Sterling K. Brown, actor




To be born a Southern woman is to be made aware of your distinctiveness. And with it, the rules. The expectations. These vary some, but all follow the same template, which is, fundamentally, no matter what the circumstance, Southern women make the effort. Which is why even the girls in the trailer parks paint their nails. And why overstressed working moms still bake three dozen homemade cookies for the school fund-raiser. And why you will never see Reese Witherspoon wearing sweatpants. Or Oprah take a nap.
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