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To Jean Sause Argetsinger, who also had an amazing century. And who would be so delighted that I had written a book and that it was not about her.

And to Bill and Eliza, for absolutely everything.






AUTHOR’S NOTE

Miss America is an institution forever grappling with its own legend. That’s why this story interweaves narratives from its past and present rather than following a straight chronology. Meanwhile, some of the customs and vernacular of the pageant world embedded in this narrative may require a little explanation.

Before 1950, a Miss America received a title matching the calendar year of her crowning. After 1950, the title was postdated to reflect the upcoming year. So, Phyllis George, crowned in September 1970, was Miss America 1971. From 2006 to 2013, the pageant was held in January, and those winners received a title marking the new year.

The words “pageant” and “contestant” have been officially discouraged by the Miss America Organization since 2018, but they remain in common parlance and are frequently used in this book—along with the occasional colloquial use of the word “girls,” echoing conversational style within pageant circles and by pageant women themselves.

For consistency, this book mostly uses the names women were known by when they competed. And all characters are referred to on second reference by their first names. The historic Atlantic City Convention Hall became Boardwalk Hall in 1997 after the city built a modern new convention center; this book sticks with its original name.

With my focus on Miss America’s most recent half century of existential struggle, I could not do justice to all the personalities and intrigue of its earlier decades. Readers will find them more fully evoked in Frank Deford’s groundbreaking 1971 history, There She Is: The Life and Times of Miss America.






PROLOGUE

The Miss Americas started arriving at the house around noon on Friday, and most never left until Sunday. They had everything they needed in the rambling vacation rental in Kissimmee, Florida, for this January weekend in 2018—food, wine, spa treatments, swimming, each other.

It was only the fourth time they had gotten together like this, but already the multigenerational gathering was starting to feel like a tradition—a secret society of women bonded by an ineffable honor and a brief dance with fame. BeBe Shopp, the vibraphone-playing farmgirl crowned in 1948, was there, and so was Kira Kazantsev, the golf-prodigy daughter of Russian immigrants who was Miss America 2015. So was Nina Davuluri, from 2014, the first Indian-American Miss America, and Heather Whitestone, ’95, the first hearing-impaired winner; Jacquelyn Mayer, ’63, who charmed pageant fans in her day by trilling “My Favorite Things,” and Leanza Cornett, ’93, who shocked them with her ahead-of-the-curve AIDS advocacy, among a dozen other former winners.

They always set aside some time for serious talk—and this year, they needed it.

It was one of the group’s younger members, Laura Kaeppeler, ’12, who had started the tradition when she invited them all to the Malibu home she shared with her husband, reality-TV magnate Mike Fleiss. Now photos of their annual reunion filled scrapbooks and Facebook feeds: the time Ericka flirted with the handsome chef at Tawny’s party in Santa Ynez; the time Maria analyzed everyone’s astrological sign; the year Elizabeth returned to the fold after three decades of distance. And the time Vonda reenacted her winning 1964 ventriloquist act, but with Lee—their beloved Lee Meriwether, ’55, whose glorious 1970s TV career they were so proud of—playing her dummy. Things get lively when you have that many Miss Americas in one place. And sometimes rather loud.

“It’s hard to win an argument in a room like that,” Caressa Cameron, Miss America 2010, said later, “when everyone is equally articulate and equally passionate.”

Gretchen Carlson was attending for the first time that year. Even in a house full of semi-famous women, Miss America 1989 was something of a visiting celebrity. She had just come off the highest-profile period of her career, the decade-plus she had spent as a Fox News host until she accused the network’s powerful cofounder, Roger Ailes, of sexual harassment; he stepped down after other women were emboldened to share their horror stories. Now Gretchen was an in-demand public speaker and magazine cover star considered a godmother of the roiling MeToo movement. Just weeks earlier, she had been named the new chair of the Miss America Organization—the first former Miss America to hold the job.

Gretchen could not stay through the weekend. But she made a point of flying in for a couple hours: She had business to discuss with her Miss America sisters.

And so they all gathered in an airy upstairs den, snuggling into the sectional sofa and pillows on the floor. Gretchen had stepped into the job after a wildfire scandal took out the entire Miss America leadership just before Christmas—a leak of emails showing the previous chair, a man, mocking, gossiping, and griping about former Miss Americas, even laughing (“bahahaha”) at a colleague’s particularly vulgar slur.

The Miss Americas had banded together in protest; they had pushed for his resignation and Gretchen’s takeover. The crown had left its mark on them. Now they were eager to claim ownership—and redefine what this crazy, lofty, dusty title was supposed to mean in a changing world.

But their new leader had a blunt warning. Miss America was in financial peril, the organization’s very survival was in question. At the heart of the problem, Gretchen said, was the swimsuit competition.

Pretty girls in bathing suits: That was what had put the pageant on the map from the time Atlantic City launched it as a Roaring Twenties tourist attraction. But Gretchen warned that everything had changed in the MeToo era. Would society still tolerate a show that asked young women to compete for scholarships in bikinis?

In fact, the pageant’s problems ran deeper than even Gretchen seemed to realize. Within months, the world of people who still cherished Miss America would be at war. Many of the women in this room, who had traveled so far to be together, would no longer be speaking.

But who in that moment could have imagined? Of course Miss America was in crisis: That was the story of its past fifty years, if not one hundred. And yet it had always endured. And now the Miss Americas themselves were ready to take charge. They uncapped their pens and started brainstorming.






Introduction “SOMEWHERE OUT THERE IS WHAT YOU WANT TO DO”


The 1969 Miss America pageant kicked off on the evening of September 7, 1968, as if everything were normal—fifty women aged eighteen to twenty-four swanning across the stage in tailored suits, jaunty hats, and white gloves, the television lights sparking their expressions of wide-eyed delight.

“Tonight, each of our fifty girls feels as if she were living a character in one of the happiest and most exciting of all storybooks!” intoned our glamorous hostess for the night, Bess Myerson, the Bronx-born Miss America 1945, in her Upper East Side accent. Veteran emcee Bert Parks emerged from a puff of stage smoke, in white tie and tails, to serenade them.

“Somewhere out there is what you want to do!” he crooned amid a swelling chorus of strings. “Somewhere out there is a ‘someday you’!”

They had come from all fifty states, as usual, to compete for a $10,000 scholarship and a rhinestone crown on live TV. But the real action on this night was just outside the doors of Atlantic City’s Convention Hall, where another hundred or so women had mustered on the Boardwalk in granny glasses, miniskirts, jeans. They, too, had traveled from across the country—for the express purpose of demonstrating to the world their scorn for what was happening inside.

“Miss America represents what women are supposed to be: inoffensive, bland, apolitical,” declared the manifesto from the group called New York Radical Women. They compared the pageant to the livestock contest at a county fair—but also to the workaday oppression of all women living in a patriarchal culture, “forced daily to compete for male approval, enslaved by ludicrous ‘beauty’ standards we ourselves are conditioned to take seriously.”

These were women who had marched for civil rights and against the Vietnam War—who, in fact, had done much of the vital behind-the-scenes planning of those movements, only to confront the sexism of the supposedly progressive men who fronted them. These women had bigger goals, of course, a more complex set of complaints to register with society than just the annual spectacle on NBC.

But in 1968, they needed a way to crash through a news cycle freighted with street turmoil and assassinations. And even in 1968, everyone still followed Miss America.

“You could spend six months leafleting on the corner of St. Mark’s Place,” organizer Robin Morgan explained later, “but it was more important to have six seconds on the 6 o’clock news.”

They rolled into town with puppets and posters (“Up Against the Wall, Bert Parks”) and a sheep in a beauty queen sash. Yet none of it thrilled the press as much as their sensational work of street theater: a “Freedom Trash Can” heaped with girdles, curlers, old issues of Cosmo, and other “instruments of female torture”—most spectacularly, a pile of brassieres.

Bras in the trash can! This was the moment that launched the “bra-burning” image that clung to second-wave feminism for decades to come. But nothing was actually set on fire that day—it wasn’t permitted on the wooden Boardwalk—except, of course, this new movement, dubbed “women’s liberation.”

The feminists who got inside Convention Hall didn’t manage to disrupt the broadcast. One of them sprayed a bottle of noxious Toni hair-perm solution on the floor but was quickly arrested. And when they unfurled a “Women’s Liberation” banner from the balcony, television viewers couldn’t see it or make out their chants of “no more Miss America!” Yet the brilliant stunt stole the headlines from that night’s Miss America, Judi Ford, the eighteen-year-old trampolinist with a cornsilk-yellow bouffant that never budged as she hurtled through the air to “The Blue Danube Waltz.” And then the feminists, victorious, moved on to bigger targets—pay equity, discrimination, abortion rights.

But they left the Miss America pageant reeling.

It was the first time in its forty-seven-year history that anyone had so brazenly challenged the very idea of the pageant—what it meant to celebrate young women in this way, what it meant to judge them and put them on a pedestal.

Was the pageant still “relevant”? Was it truly doing right by its young ladies? The pageant’s leaders were nagged by these questions, prompting years of rationalizing, second-guessing, and changes large and small.

The debate would linger, in one form or another, for the next fifty years, until 2018, when Gretchen Carlson, taking over Miss America at a tenuous moment, would gamble the pageant’s future by pulling the plug on the swimsuit contest—the cheesy, uncomfortable, increasingly hard-to-defend ritual that was also Miss America’s most potent link to its far more glorious past.

I started reporting this book that summer, after Gretchen’s management had triggered something of a civil war in the pageant world, raising questions about what Miss America would look like in its second century, should it even make it that far.

Yet as I traced the roots of the conflicts tearing at the pageant, a parallel history emerged—one that almost seemed to tell a success story.

How had this pop-culture relic of the 1920s survived so far past its natural shelf life? The answer seemed to lie with the women who competed for its crown, and the unexpected new energy that emerged in their ranks circa 1970.

Coincidence? Hardly. The women’s movement had set out to vanquish Miss America—and ended up accidentally resuscitating it instead.

The pageant evolved because young women in America had evolved. Even the young women who could still be convinced to enter a beauty pageant. Even those who did not consider themselves feminists.

Among the Miss Americas who gathered that weekend in Kissimmee were not just a former cable-news host but also the president of the Actors’ Equity union, an assistant state attorney general, and a soon-to-be contender for statewide office. There were scientists, entrepreneurs, motivational speakers, and moms. Far from “bland and apolitical,” they were ambitious and highly opinionated, from a wide range of the political spectrum. And yet not only did they remain devoted to a beauty pageant, they were ready to run it themselves.



This is where I tell you that I love the Miss America pageant. And I’m not going to apologize for it.

I was born the same day the 1968 protest sent a hairline fracture shooting through the culture on the question of Miss America. By the time I was a teenager, it had grown into a rift.

A lot of people still watched the pageant on television in those three-channel days; the winners still made the cover of TV Guide or Parade. But the feminist criticisms of Miss America had stuck—and they had begun to sink in with the public. No longer did the media elevate the winners as exemplars of American girlhood; the reporting now was much more wry. Late-night comedians mocked them as airheads or bimbos; cultural critics fretted that they were trapped in a cult of unattainable beauty standards, or at least way too scary-thin. As many as eighty thousand young women still competed every year in the sprawling national network of local pageants that led to Miss America. But growing up in the suburbs of Washington, D.C., my friends and I were raised on the side of the culture that would consider the event a guilty pleasure at best—gaudy, big-haired, kitsch. We had a knee-jerk sense of superiority to it, even as we knew, intuitively, we could never be good enough to play this game. When I heard that a college acquaintance was competing in local pageants, my reaction was confusingly split between “why is she doing that?” and “well, she must think highly of herself.”

Then, at twenty-two, I moved to Iowa. My first two years there, women from my new community placed in Miss America’s Top 5. I spotted one of them later in a Burger King on her lunch break, looking like any recent college grad—looking kind of like me. Local pageant queens roamed the county fairs, riding the Giant Slide in tiaras and sashes. One of my friends even entered a local pageant within the Miss America system—strictly, she said, for the scholarship money. Shayla was a short, quirky, small-haired indie-rock connoisseur who would later become a college professor. Not the pageant type, I thought, but what did I know? Shayla didn’t win, but two years later, when we were both living on the East Coast, we learned that the girl who beat her for Miss Clinton County had gone on to win Miss Iowa. We suddenly realized that we could simply drive to Atlantic City and buy a ticket to see her compete in person. And so we did.

Somehow, it just became a thing. One friend would hear about our trip, and then another, and suddenly there was a group that wanted to go, and a second trip, and a third, and a fourth and a seventh.

What no one ever tells you about Miss America: It’s fun. The road trip to the Jersey Shore, the hike down the Boardwalk in cocktail garb. The crowd was amazing: sequined women flaunting jumbo-sized buttons of their contestant’s face, tuxedoed men hoisting banners with her name, adorable preteen princesses with titles like Miss Teen Scholastic Connecticut or Junior Miss Indiana Ambassador fluttering around—and one year, an elderly woman wearing a crown and sash of “Miss Ozone Park 1948.” (“Oh, not really. My daughters just dressed me up like this.”) We would scour the program books to make our Top 10 predictions and cackle at the chipper self-intros from each Miss State parading across the stage (“My favorite quote is one by Gandhi: ‘Be the change that you wish to see in the world’!” “My childhood dream is to do a voice-over for a Disney character!”). We would cheer for the good talents, laugh through tears at the bad ones, and basically shrug at the swimsuit competition—come on, they were all under twenty-five, of course they all looked great.

And we would somehow find ourselves rooting for a contestant in whom we had become inexplicably invested—and then sulk over her loss.

The horse race was irresistible. I would later learn that these same delicious dramas were playing out on a small scale all across the country, at the local and state pageants that formed a pipeline to Miss America.

Why did I find this contest so engrossing? Probably because the rules of the game were so richly confounding. Trying to crack the code of who wins Miss America turned out to be a variation on a game I had been playing in my head all my life: Why did everyone have a crush on the boy who wasn’t even all that good-looking? Why did every sorority want my roommate to pledge? What made everyone laugh when my uncle told a story that wasn’t all that funny? How did that inexperienced candidate break out of the pack? Why her, why him, what was it about them?

During my eight years as the Washington Post’s gossip columnist—really, the beat reporter covering money, power, and celebrity—I got to indulge this thought experiment on a higher level. At political conventions, movie premieres, inauguration galas, and the Oscars, I moved in the same rooms and frequently in conversation with people who had drawn the world’s attention. As you’d expect, their magnetism was often linked to their exquisite physical appeal—radiant skin, piercing eyes, everything proportioned just so. But frequently, their charm lay somewhere in their composure; a quality of being both intensely alert and admirably serene at the same time. There were celebrities who had struck me in photos as being so blandly attractive I couldn’t understand why they were a big deal. Yet in person, in motion, their faces were mesmerizing, filled with life. This was also when I first met some reigning Miss Americas, who frequently made the rounds in Washington in those days. Each was a winner I had not picked while following the show—Wait, why her? Yet in the room, it was viscerally clear.

This was in the first dozen years of the new century, when It Girls were everywhere in popular culture, and for once the “Girls” half of the cliché wasn’t so far off: Some of the hottest young actresses and singers had roared to international fame before they could legally drink. A few wilted in the spotlight, which somehow turned their personal emotional health into fodder for public debate, while others marched unscathed toward total global domination. By now their fame far outstripped Miss America’s. But Miss America had once occupied that place in public life. Did she have anything to teach them?

Miss America still generated a lot of hand-wringing: Was the pageant bad for women? Was it fair? Was it representative of a diverse population? But she was no longer the queen of a monoculture like she had been in 1968; it made little sense anymore to fret that the pageant was imposing oppressive expectations on a nation of girls, when they mostly weren’t watching it. As a niche sporting event, the pageant suddenly seemed quaint. And arguably healthier than the new competitions our culture had designed for young women—where, instead of just objectifying themselves in swimsuits and heels, they were now fighting one another on television for the romantic attention of men, or being fought over as if they were trophies.



Why tell the story of Miss America and not, say, Miss USA?

The two always got confused in the public eye. In fact they went way back—to 1951, when longtime pageant sponsor Catalina asked the new Miss America to go on a publicity tour for its line of swimsuits, and she said no.

A bright and forceful Alabama beauty who would later march for civil rights and nuclear disarmament, Yolande Betbeze was simply done with posing in swimsuits. She preferred to focus on her singing career.

“The leg shows were all right back in the early 1920s,” she told the press. “But the public now has a better sense of values. There’s a growth in culture and a greater appreciation for the girl who has talent along with physical beauty.”

Catalina, though, promptly pulled its sponsorship—and launched its own pageants. Miss USA and Miss Universe were the ones that would later have Donald Trump as a part-owner, the ones that were a lot sexier, and far less conflicted about it. Bigger hair, bigger boobs, sultrier styles, no talent required. Miss USA also endured crises over the years—not least Donald Trump himself, who bragged about ogling half-dressed contestants and ultimately sold the franchise after his network partners cut ties with him. But it came of age during the sexual revolution, a for-profit enterprise at peace with the entertainment value of parading gorgeous young women in bikinis.

That would never be the case for Miss America, a small-town nonprofit with Prohibition-era roots. The pageant was forever chasing after respectability to prove it was more than just a “leg show”—with scholarships, talent prizes, morality clauses, good works. That’s what made it the kind of pageant that would attract even more Yolande types: young women who wanted a title that could mean more than just a sash and a crown.

This dynamic could be positive, such as in the 1970s when a wave of assertive baby-boomer contestants—trailblazing sportscaster Phyllis George just the most prominent example—began to see the pageant as a platform for self-expression and the new aspirations suddenly open to young women.

It could curdle as well, especially in the 1980s: Vanessa Williams, the first African-American winner and perhaps the most blazingly talented of all, had hoped for a career boost from the pageant. Instead she found herself turned uncomfortably into a symbol of racial progress, and then abandoned and humiliated when a secret from her teenage past threatened the pageant’s hard-fought image.

But it also helped the pageant recover in the 1990s, when it recast its winners as women of accomplishment and socially conscious advocates—a new strain of alpha queens who would one day try to save it again. And that same dynamic—the hunger for meaning, respect, and relevance—fueled the debate erupting under Gretchen Carlson’s leadership over what, exactly, Miss America should stand for.



I had seen group portraits of the former Miss Americas from when they would return to Atlantic City for the pageant, fancy-dressed, like the crowned heads of Europe convening for a royal wedding. But those photos almost had a Sgt. Pepper’s quality, hazily familiar faces patched together from disparate eras.

And yet it turned out that they were real women, sharing a real-world timeline; that they were friends, hanging out together in Kissimmee or Malibu, without the TV cameras and with so much in common.

Miss America wasn’t just a year of their lives: It was everything that happened before, and everything that happened after. It was this connection that empowered them to force a rapid overhaul of the pageant when it mattered—and that would frustrate them when their differences on how to complete it became apparent.

My reporting also took me on a journey into the lesser-known ecosystems of the Miss America pageant, past and present. The former was a lost world of small-town parades and community newspapers, department-store fashion shows and dinner theaters, Lions Clubs and the Jaycees: The kinds of institutions that once fueled the mission of a Miss America hopeful were the cornerstones of a larger civic life that increasingly seemed unable to compete with our screens.

Yet even though the world that once nourished it had shrunk, I found that pageant culture raged on, not just in Atlantic City but in towns across America at the beginning of the pipeline—a passionate core of volunteers, coaches, and fans who still raised the scholarship money, cheered the contestants, and filled the seats, maybe even in a high school auditorium somewhere near you.

Here was a chance to meet the young women who still wanted to be Miss America—and see what it would take to accomplish it.






1 “IT’S LIKE A PERFORMANCE OF FEMININITY” Becoming Miss America: October 2018


Only three young women showed up to rehearsal the night before the Miss Arlington pageant. But their presence was enough to put Chip Brown’s mind at ease.

“Okay, I see Monica and Caroline and Taylor here,” he said, peering out at the scant crowd in the dim of the Wakefield High School auditorium on a Friday night in October.

Three other Miss Arlington hopefuls couldn’t make it, which meant they would be coming in cold to the competition the following day. In all, they added up to a field of six, not exactly a bumper crop for a local pageant of this stature. In Chip’s seventeen years running the pageant with his partner Scott Freda, seven of his Miss Arlingtons had gone on to win the Miss Virginia prize. And one of them had gone all the way, to win the ultimate title—Miss America.

Caressa Cameron’s coronation on live national television in 2010 was a victory for Chip as well, establishing him as a director who knew how to train and coach a girl to victory. In a typical year—a less tumultuous one for the Miss America system—he might have had ten or more young women vying for his crown.

Yet Chip, a rumpled travel agent in his late fifties with a gentle drawl, was not dismayed by the turnout, even if he fretted over the reasons for it. He knew these three girls, and he knew the other three who said they would show up Saturday. They were all good. They would all hit their marks. They were more than enough for a pageant, and a pretty good one at that: This was nobody’s first time trying to become Miss America.

And so his underpopulated rehearsal carried on in a casual style, feeling more like a family talent show than a contest with a couple thousand dollars at stake and the first step to a national title. “I know all three of you young ladies are very talented and will make us very proud,” Chip told the girls who’d shown up. He would leave it up to them how he should craft their onstage questions, where judges would size up their poise and intelligence: Did they want to go with current events, or topics gleaned from their personal bios?

“I’m going to let y’all decide,” he said.

One bright spot of glamour lit the auditorium: None other than Miss Virginia Emili McPhail was in the house. A year earlier, she had won Chip’s title before going on to claim the state crown; now she had returned to crown a new woman as Miss Arlington.

Competing at the Miss America pageant, Emili had caused a brief sensation when she fielded a question about Colin Kaepernick’s national anthem protests with a directness and political edge rarely seen on the Atlantic City stage. “It is not about kneeling,” Emili had declared. “It is absolutely about police brutality.” Despite Miss America’s historic tendencies for gentle conservatism and playing it safe, the judges selected Emili as the interview winner, and this made national news for a couple hours.

Miss America, they say, is won or lost in the interview room—the closed-door, deeper-dive sessions with judges not seen on TV. And yet for all the rhetorical confidence she displayed on stage, Emili didn’t go on to make the Top 15. Some anonymous cranks on the online fan forums blamed her talent presentation—an error-free but rather basic piano recital of a Phantom of the Opera tune, her keyboard skills upstaged by her Liberace-caliber black velvet cape.

“I’ll be the first to admit I’m not a classically trained pianist,” she told me.

But others wondered if Emili had been too outspoken—not on stage, but in an Instagram video she posted before Atlantic City. In it, she had delicately addressed the controversy roiling the pageant world at that moment: outgoing Miss America Cara Mund’s complaints about how she’d been treated by the new pageant leaders during a chaotic transition. Emili spoke positively of the pageant’s “new mission” and, without echoing Cara’s grievances, simply praised her for “being so brave as to share your story.” Still, there was a sense that Emili had gone there, that she had touched a third rail of pageant politics by ever-so-indirectly expressing discontent with the status quo. And these days, the national anthem culture wars were a cakewalk in comparison.

Emili cut a sharp figure at the Miss Arlington rehearsal, in a black sleeveless palazzo-pant jumpsuit and long, shiny high ponytail, roaming the auditorium to greet her pageant-world friends—contestants, moms, volunteers. Despite some grumbling that a border-hopper like Emili—a North Carolina native eligible for Miss Virginia by dint of attending Roanoke’s Hollins University—had seized the state crown on her first try, everyone seemed delighted to see her. At twenty-two, with laser-beam eyes and bright-penny alertness, she was a zeitgeisty cross between Kate Middleton and Anna Kendrick, carrying herself with the unwrinkled maturity that had made it impossible for me to fully comprehend that any Miss America contender was younger than me until I was nearly forty.

What was she up to these days? I asked.

“Well,” she said patiently, “I am still Miss Virginia.”

This was a full-time job, it turned out, to which she was committed for the full year. It came with a free apartment in Roanoke, a loaner car, a sponsored wardrobe, a laundry service, and a stipend healthy enough to build up her savings. “It is a sick gig,” she told me later, with a grateful laugh. She was visiting schools to talk to kids about healthy choices, as well as community festivals and do-gooder events for more decorative pageant-queen duties. “Anything you might imagine that a, quote, local celebrity or, quote, special guest might do I probably have done,” she said. She was having a blast.

I followed her backstage, where the three contestants were taking turns rehearsing their talent. Emili knew them all. They had each won different local titles last year and had all competed with her at the 2018 Miss Virginia pageant in Lynchburg just four months earlier. And now already the 2019 season was getting underway.

Taylor Reynolds was stretching in the wings to prepare for her dance routine. Glasses, ponytail, bare face, a drab cardigan over leggings—she looked like the weary grad student she was, and she laughed about how she had ended a long week of studies by driving a hundred miles to enter a pageant.

Taylor was nearly twenty-four and starting her seventh year on the Miss Virginia circuit. It would almost certainly be her last. Though Miss America was now allowing women as old as twenty-five to compete, the following year would be Taylor’s third in pharmacy school, when she would be buried with work-study requirements. She sometimes wondered why she was still doing pageants—the extra hours, the travel, the suiting-up in elaborate gowns and a game face. But she found it therapeutic. Competing for a sparkly crown activated a different part of her brain, enabling her not to think about pharmacy for a while.

“I don’t think you should let school or your job take over your life,” she told me later. “You need to have something else extra, something entirely different.”

It was my first glimpse into the grassroots of Miss America—the sprawling network of hundreds of small-time local pageants that sent their winners to state pageants, which in turn selected the women whom TV viewers would see in competition for a national crown.

Volunteer local organizers like Chip had always been the backbone of the entire Miss America infrastructure. And now, at a time when the national pageant no longer had the TV ratings to demand multimillion-dollar contracts from networks or sponsors, the Chips of this world were the no-cost content providers who made the numbers work—the unpaid casting agents, essentially, whose little pageants recruited and auditioned the legions of young women necessary for the big show to make sense.

This was a world both more sincere and less earnest than I’d expected. These collegial young women hauling their own sequin-stuffed roller bags and doing their own contour makeup were the first to make a joke about Pageant Girl types; they seemed more like weekend warriors than wannabe stars, driven less to crush the competition than to keep their game sharp. It was like half-marathoning or Masters Swimming, but with mink eyelashes.

As I spoke with Taylor, a loud, staticky crackle erupted to my right.

There, under the stage lights, a dark-haired woman was wielding a Fender Jaguar, propelling familiar power chords into the empty seats.

“He got joo joo eyeballs,” she crooned in a quirky, girlish alto. “He’s one holy roller.”

An electric guitar! This was unusual for Miss America. It felt jarringly modern, in a good way. And in all my years of following the pageant, I couldn’t remember ever seeing anything that qualified as quite this cool.

Was this what they were looking for? Could this be the future of Miss America?



What Miss America was looking for—what Miss America should be looking for—was certainly the hot question that fall in rooms like this, especially since the pageant, under Gretchen Carlson’s new leadership, had eliminated the swimsuit competition.

But that question had always lurked beneath the mystique of a contest whose theme song heralded its winner as “your ideal.” And in 1979, George L. Miller decided to quantify it.

He was a statistician, a business professor at Northern Illinois University whose previous research project had modeled potential cash-flow needs in the energy sector. A man of data, George knew full well that the process of selecting Miss America was more art than science, a judged and highly subjective competition.

“I’ve watched the pageant on and off all these years,” he once said, “and I could never pick them just sitting there watching.”

Yet, despite its subjective nature, Miss America still offered a tantalizing wealth of data to work with. Ages. Weights. Bust-waist-hips measurements. Education levels, college majors, geographic origins. Hair color and eye color. And with that data—more than fifty years’ worth, covering some twenty-five hundred candidates that could be charted against their placement in Atlantic City—George went in search of patterns and probabilities, the approximate contours of the Miss America ideal.

He and a fellow NIU statistician, Dr. Chipei Tseng, compiled seventy-five hundred punch cards of Miss America data and plugged them into the university’s bulky IBM mainframe computers. At the annual meeting of the American Statistical Association in Washington, D.C., that August, George presented the results to an uncharacteristically crowded room.

Their findings: The average Miss America was five-foot-six, 119 pounds, and twenty-one years old, with brown hair, brown eyes, and an hourglass silhouette of roughly 36-24-36. She was from a small town—but not one in Delaware, Maryland, Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, Nevada, New Mexico, North Dakota, or Vermont, states that had then never come close to fielding a winner—and she was almost certainly of Northern or Western European extraction. She had a name that was not too common but not too challenging, either. She was an undergraduate, perhaps a junior or senior. And she most likely played the piano or sang—no talent more exotic than that.I

Miller and Tseng’s paper, “The Anatomy of Miss America,” was the buzz of the conference. And George was so confident in his algorithm that he raised the stakes by making a daring prediction to a handful of journalists: According to his models, only one woman among the fifty competitors at the upcoming national pageant had odds of winning as high as 9–2. She was Miss Mississippi.

Cheryl Prewitt of Ackerman, Mississippi, didn’t precisely match George’s algorithmic ideal. But she resided comfortably within what he saw as the narrow range of dimensions and qualities that could feasibly launch a woman to victory. She was twenty-two (George saw little hope for anyone younger than nineteen or older than twenty-four). She was five-foot-seven and 110 pounds. She had just completed her senior year at Mississippi State. She played the piano and sang. And on September 8, Cheryl was crowned Miss America 1980.

George accepted the accolades modestly: It was just math.

“Miss Mississippi had a 25 percent chance with everybody in the field of 50 contestants,” he explained. “She was just way ahead of the field to start with.”

George’s astonishing prescience landed his name in the Rolodex of every journalist assigned to the pageant through the next decade. And every year, he took their phone calls. He looked pretty much like what you’d expect for a business professor who’d made tenure in the mid-century Midwest: square, dark-rim glasses, a conservative comb-over. He didn’t seem to have been an especially devoted Miss America connoisseur.

But in 1979, you didn’t have to be a superfan to have Miss America on the brain. The pageant was viewed by more than 60 million people—a happening on par with the Academy Awards or the Super Bowl. Its winners were interviewed on the Today show and made the front page when they came to your town; they got to meet the president, tour with Bob Hope, ride in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, adorn national ads for Kellogg’s and Oldsmobile, and appear on all the top-rated talk and variety shows of the day.

With Miss America, George had found a topic that drew national attention to his obscure academic discipline. A year later, he doubled down by declaring that Miss Kansas was the next mathematical favorite to win. This brought an uncomfortable spotlight to Wichita’s Leann Folsom—especially when she failed to make the Top 10. But George had already recalculated his picks in the days leading up to the broadcast, after he learned which women had won talent or swimsuit preliminary contests—and Leann wasn’t one of them. This wasn’t exactly the stuff of algorithmic galaxy brain: Any serious pageant fan knew that preliminary scores factored into the judges’ Top 10 calculations. But with these additional data points, his computer told him Miss Oklahoma, Susan Powell, a coloratura soprano who had won the talent prize, would take the crown—and she did.

In 1981, he gave 6–1 odds to Miss Texas, Sheri Ryman. When the perky gymnast maxed out as fourth runner-up, George began to second-guess the judging. “There’s quite a bit of prejudice against weightlifters,” he protested, referring to her athletic physique.

In 1982, his algorithms deemed Miss North Carolina, Elizabeth Williams, the new Can’t Miss. When she fell short of the Top 10, her father blamed George for souring the judges on her.

In many ways, George Miller was just attempting a higher-tech version of what Miss America watchers have always done. As we wandered out of Convention Hall in September 1999, my friends and I met a veteran press photographer who explained how he had known Heather French of Kentucky would win that night. That firm jaw and pointy chin? The winners all have that same profile, he said. But I had also picked her days earlier on a slightly different operating theory: that the winner is the one who looks most like Phyllis George, a Miss America so legendary she could have been the logo.

Following the Miss America pageant is like a cross between betting on the Kentucky Derby, assessing the rookies at spring training, and filling out your office Oscar-pool ballot. The fun isn’t just in rooting for a personal favorite; it’s also in trying to game out the serious contenders, which means anticipating what the judges will like—and how the cultural moment might influence their preferences.

George’s data analysis was revealing when it came to the past tastes of Miss America judges. But his crystal-ball track record was hardly better than that of the average pageant groupie. George predicted Vanessa Williams’s victory in 1983, but only after the woman destined to become the first black Miss America had conquered both the swimsuit and talent contests. In 1987, George didn’t see Kaye Lani Rae Rafko coming at all; a four-named nursing student who did Tahitian dance seemed a mathematical impossibility. And yet in two consecutive years, he foretold victories for Susan Akin and Kellye Cash before they ever set foot on stage. The two Southern blonde singers were a validation of his computer model, and of the notion of a Miss America “type.”

“No one in all my eight years of forecasting Miss America has ever come so close as to the composite Miss America,” George said of Susan, a twenty-one-year-old senior majoring in public relations who stood five-foot-nine and measured 35-22-35. “She deviated the least.”

So George was probably feeling reasonably confident in September 1988 when he unfurled his 7–1 pick for Miss America 1989: Patti Thorn of Arkansas. And then the crown went to a woman who hadn’t even made his statistical Top 10: Miss Minnesota Gretchen Carlson. The Stanford University senior was unusually petite for Miss America, only five-foot-three and 108 pounds. She was also unusually serious—a valedictorian with a wonky major (organizational behavior) and high-powered career goals (corporate law). Her talent? Classical violin, a Convention Hall first.

A year later, George retired from the Miss America game. The data was drying up, his computer model was shot. Pageant officials had stopped publicizing contestants’ measurements and kept recalibrating how to score their various virtues.

“The interview counts for 30 percent this year, and I can’t get any information related to the interview,” he complained. “They’ve downgraded swimsuits so much that it took care of poor old George.”

And suddenly, the pageant was throwing a wrench into his calculations with an entirely new requirement—asking contestants to pick an advocacy cause, of all things. On moral grounds, he approved; this was all good for women! But personally, he was ready to move on to a more quant-friendly sport, like baseball. (Just as well: Miss America 1990, Debbye Turner—a marimba-playing veterinary student from Missouri—might have short-circuited his mainframe.)

George’s model betrayed him because he made the mistake of assuming an ideal that was rooted purely in measurable qualities. Had no one taught this statistician about the X factor?

And it betrayed him because he failed to consider the most quietly volatile variable in the contest: the women trying to become Miss America.

As early as 1970, pageant CEO Albert Marks had warned that it wasn’t just the “women’s libbers” who bristled at the swimsuit contest—the new generation of contestants wasn’t so keen on it, either. So in the 1980s, as a statistics professor tried to turn these women into datasets, the pageant was at least trying to make them feel less like meat—limiting the amount of ogling time the cameras would spend on their bodies, for example. It wasn’t to spite poor old George after all that they dropped bust-waist-height data from the press kits.

But those were baby steps. It was when a Miss America from the 1980s unexpectedly took over the pageant in 2018 that everything changed at once.

“We are no longer a pageant,” Gretchen Carlson declared that summer as she announced the end, at last, of the swimsuit competition. “We will no longer judge our candidates on their outward physical appearance.” The tiny, brainy Miss America who broke George Miller’s algorithm was now the chair of the board. The new competition, she said, would “represent a new generation of female leaders focused on scholarship, social impact, talent and empowerment.” And it would be “open, transparent, and inclusive”—particularly to women who may not have felt comfortable participating in a contest of looks. She called it “Miss America 2.0.”

But that fall, as Chip Brown and several hundred volunteers like him were launching the annual cycle of local pageants, the Miss America community was in chaos.

The abrupt change had exposed doubts about Gretchen’s management skills and the organization’s financial future. Board members were resigning, state pageant directors were sent packing, and longtime friends were feuding on Facebook—including some former Miss Americas. Key contracts that had sustained the pageant were set to expire, and it was unclear exactly when and where and even whether the next Miss America pageant would take place.

And now the old question burned more urgently: What was Miss America looking for anyway? Was Gretchen’s vision—with emphasis on academic achievement and high-end talent—poised to exclude a certain kind of young woman who once found a leg up in the world through pageants? Which aspects of a pageant were “empowering,” and which were “objectifying,” and could you always separate the two? What were the new rules of this game—and who gets to decide what Miss America should be anyway?



Emili wasn’t startled to see a rock musician at a local pageant. She had seen all kinds of exotic talents, she told me: At the national pageant that fall, Miss Delaware had done a speed-painting routine.

But I figured the judges would swoon for the freshness of this act. Gretchen’s pageant rebrand had tapped into the aesthetic of you go girl feminism, a clean, aspirational sensibility reminiscent of yogurt commercials and Taylor Swift videos. The TV ads were earnest and sequin-free, contestants chatting in close-ups that highlighted their youth, spontaneity, and clean pores. In Atlantic City, the stage backdrop had been emblazoned with words like “FEARLESS,” “ROLE MODEL,” “INTELLIGENT,” “STRONG.” On the Miss America website, a waist-down image of a woman caught her in mid-jeté, the gauzy layers of her pale peach skirt lofting to expose a pair of sassy high-tops. A girl with an electric guitar felt like the perfect avatar for this Miss America moment.

Her name was Caroline Weinroth. She was an actual singer and guitar player in an actual indie rock band and an MFA candidate in poetry. She had read the history books and the feminist criticism on Miss America, and she had a refreshingly meta take on pageantry.

“It’s like a performance of femininity,” she said enthusiastically.

Caroline’s polish and confident gleam were typical of the pageant women I had met, even if the overall package seemed like something new: a vaguely retro style of dressing that, with her high cheekbones and saucy overbite, evoked a nervy young Barbara Stanwyck. While her ethnic mix—Taiwanese-American mother, an American father of Jewish heritage—promised an intriguing narrative for a pageant world eager to celebrate “firsts,” I was struck by a vision of something else entirely: the first hipster Miss America?

Time to place my bet for Miss Arlington.

Caroline Weinroth was going to win.



The parking lot at Wakefield High School was packed the next day, a perfect Virginia early-fall Saturday, the grounds bustling with young people—runners on the track, football players in the field.

But there was no obvious sign that the Miss Arlington pageant—a competition that would take a young woman to within one step of the national contest—was happening on these premises. You had to know what you were looking for.

Caroline was hauling her gear through the hallway outside the auditorium that led backstage. Her interview with the five judges that morning had gone well, she thought. One had asked her about gun violence, and she was able to connect personally with the topic—she had worked at the Washington pizzeria Comet Ping Pong at the time of the frightening 2016 incident when a gunman addled by a far-right conspiracy theory invaded the restaurant in search of a nonexistent child trafficking ring.

As we spoke, a woman in a short gold dress walked past and said hi. It took me a second to recognize her. Sleek pageboy, striking cheekbones, sparkling eyes. It was Taylor Reynolds, the weary pharmacy student, cleaning up very nicely.

As the contestants disappeared backstage, a small crowd started to line up for tickets. Parents, friends, two small girls in princess gowns, and a smattering of young women in cocktail dresses, sashes, and crowns. Miss Central Virginia was there. So was Miss Virginia Beach and Miss Shenandoah Valley. Technically they were rivals of the future Miss Arlington, but they carried themselves more as ambassadors of friendly realms, here to salute her with their presence.

Miss Chautauqua MacKenzie Adamson and Miss Greater Charlottesville Dorothy Cosner were chatting amiably in line. They had both nailed down the titles that would be their ticket to Miss Virginia 2019 the previous weekend and seemed untroubled by the fact they would compete against each other in June. After all, they had faced off at Miss Virginia the previous June, when MacKenzie was Miss Capitol Region and Dorothy was Miss Southwestern Virginia, and before that on Virginia’s borderless circuit of local pageants. So now they stood together and tapped each other’s arms as they tried to remember where they had first met. Roanoke Valley? Or Miss Apple Blossom?

“I saw you compete in Roanoke,” Dorothy reminded MacKenzie, “because I didn’t get my paperwork in on time.”

Most Virginia pageants were “open” competitions, meaning any woman who lived within the state could compete. If she lost at one local pageant, she could head down the road to sign up for the next. None of the contestants for Miss Arlington lived in Arlington, and that was fine. They were members of the same tribe: Their coworkers or sorority sisters might not relate to their post-adolescent piano lessons or relentless charity fundraising, but their fellow competitors did, and the camaraderie was sincere. Dorothy’s father recalled a pageant where one woman arrived at rehearsal to find a ceiling too low for her flag-twirling routine. When she fled the room in tears, “half the girls went off the stage to go get her,” he said.

The pageant was scheduled to kick off at 4:30 p.m., but Chip had put out the word that 4:40 p.m. might be more realistic, and still the sunlight was turning golden in the windows before they bothered to close the doors. Finally: showtime. There were maybe thirty-five or forty people in the seats, and a couple half-hearted decorations on stage—a cluster of seasonal hay bales and pumpkins, two limp scarecrow dolls. But the lights were bright, the music was loud, and the six contestants cheerfully marched across the stage in cocktail dresses to introduce themselves.

It took about two minutes for me to start second-guessing my original bet.

“A twenty-one-year-old senior dance major at Shenandoah Conservatory hoping someday to get her doctorate in dance, I’m Dot Kelly—Contestant Number Four!”

It was the first I had seen or heard of Dot, a Korean-American woman with a widow’s peak and a dancer’s posture; all I knew of her at that point was contained in that unremarkable sentence. But it was the way she said it—a naturally energetic voice, warm and musical, not too high and not too low. Caroline and the other contestants had trouble projecting over the loud music. But Dot’s voice cut through the roaring soundtrack. It drew you in.

I thought back to 2013, when I’d put my money on a Miss District of Columbia who checked the curious combination of boxes that had come to define a classic Miss America résumé. Allyn Rose was a high-cheekboned blonde; her talent was a crowd-pleasing dance on roller skates to a Michael Jackson song. But it was her personal history that stopped you in your tracks: At twenty-four, she was preparing to get a preventative double mastectomy, having learned she was a carrier for the rare disease that doctors believed was linked to her mother’s fatal breast cancer. Serious and well-spoken, she had been devoted to cancer education for years. The Miss America Organization was eager to present itself as serious about women’s issues; here was a woman who offered traditional Miss America charms as well as a new-era sense of mission and the credibility to sell it. I advised all my pageant-watching friends to put Miss D.C. on their lists.

But during the traditional “parade of states” that kicked off the 2013 Miss America pageant, Allyn stepped forward to introduce herself—and her words were somehow swallowed by the atmosphere. It wasn’t her fault. Her voice just didn’t project. She was vanishing from the radar. Minutes later, a woman who had made zero impression during our scan of the program booklet passed briefly across the screen: “I’m Miss New York, Mallory Hagan!” That was the voice: warm, upbeat, slightly husky, effortlessly resonant. A voice that punched a hole in the air. Two hours later, she was Miss America.

Dot Kelly was going to win.

Within thirty seconds, though, I was jolted again, when a short woman with curly hair and a baby-face smile stepped up.

“A twenty-year-old third-class midshipman at the United States Naval Academy, I’m Elena de la Rosa!”

Wait, what?

Ask any Miss America hopeful why she got into pageants, and she will inevitably tout her scholarship winnings; ask any booster or volunteer why they have stuck with the pageant through controversies and doubts, and they will deploy the S-word, too. It’s the Miss America profession of faith: the nation’s largest scholarship provider for women.

So eagerly has the pageant wrapped itself in this financial-aid mantle that it has sometimes stretched it too far. In 2014, the comedian John Oliver raised an eyebrow at the figures touted on the broadcast—$45 million a year, really?—and checked the math. It turned out the pageant had contrived that number by counting all available scholarships—including the total sum of stipends that multiple pageant-friendly colleges might be willing to offer to a single state contestant, who of course couldn’t possibly use more than one. Miss America later acknowledged that the actual number was closer to $6 million. Yet scholarships have remained a cherished part of the talking points. Even pageant critics long ago absorbed the scholarship argument to flip it around: Why should women have to wear a swimsuit for a scholarship?

As if that’s what it was entirely about—or even mostly—for every woman seeking a crown. Elena de la Rosa had a full ride in Annapolis, paid for by the Pentagon. She didn’t need a scholarship at all. She was simply a born competitor—swim-team captain, debate club, field hockey, cheerleading, festival queen. What did her Naval Academy superiors think of her weekend pageant habit? I asked her later. Elena’s face broke into a dimpled smile.

“Well, they don’t necessarily know…,” she said.

This résumé of Elena’s was such an intriguing wild card. “[A] new generation of female leaders…,” Gretchen Carlson had said. Was this what she meant? But there was no time to process it. It was time for the Miss Arlington swimsuit competition.

Oh. That?

Miss America had killed off swimsuits four months earlier, and the first national pageant without them had come and gone. Yet bikini bodies still rocked the stages that fall at hundreds of local pageants around the country. It was a quirk of the sprawling pageant calendar: Some women on the yearlong path to become Miss America 2020 had already punched their ticket at a local contest even before Gretchen’s June 2018 announcement of a swimsuit ban. These last-hurrah swimsuit contests were carrying on not as a gesture of resistance, organizers said, but as a playing-field leveler: If some of the women angling to be Miss State 2019 had competed in swimsuit, then all of them should.

So there they were: a rock guitarist–poet, a pharmacist-in-training, a future naval officer, and three college women strutting across the stage in bathing suits. A month earlier, the national pageant had seemed a little sleepy without the bikini parade—a mid-show jolt of flashing lights, dance music, tossed hair, and pony kicks. But here at Miss Arlington, it suddenly felt a little embarrassing. Maybe it was the unflattering high school theater lights. Maybe it was just a new era in America. There were great bodies and there were ordinary bodies, and it seemed impossible to draw any conclusions other than that Taylor Reynolds’s lime-green bikini popped beautifully against her mahogany complexion.

Finally, though, the safe space of the talent competition. Jazz dance, modern dance, song, modern dance—Caroline Weinroth would have no trouble standing out from this field. “Come Together,” the Beatles’ swampiest tune, as performed by a lady in an evening gown, can’t help but have a David Lynch vibe, and Caroline worked it. As her Fender wailed through a minor-key guitar solo of her own creation, she sauntered up to the front of the stage, arcing one long leg out of the sexy black hot pants–and-streamers ensemble that passed for a skirt.

But then wouldn’t you know it? There was Dot Kelly again, the one with the voice, and it turned out she wasn’t just any old dancer, but a tap dancer, with an explosive, contemporary style. Her a cappella routine—punctuated with shouts of “No music! No music!” and “Hey, Arlington, check this out!”—seemed like a crowd-pleaser, or could have been if a real crowd had been there.

I sympathized with the judges: How could you assess performers in such different fields? How could you not end up gravitating to the woman you simply liked best?

It was the same for the onstage interview. Was the winning answer in the substance or the delivery? Taylor opened with an engaging anecdote (“my best friend actually has a bad habit of texting and driving, and when I’m in the car with her…”) but then talked in circles about what to do about the problem. Would it hurt Caroline’s chances that she came out in support of gun control?

And what about the evening gown? Were we judging the walk? The choice of a dress? The figure inside it? Everyone looked their loveliest. Dot, while pausing at the front to let the judges assess her, gazed up and out to the empty balcony with a charming little shiver of joy, as if she were already in Convention Hall.

And then came Taylor.

The weary pharmacy grad student walked out in a dark red gown with a very deep V, and the room caught its breath. The narrow bodice of this gown traced Taylor’s slender torso and healthy cleavage, swooping out into a spectacular mermaid train. The dress wasn’t just bolder than everyone else’s, it was literally bigger, spilling out over a swath of stage. She was marking her turf with that gown.

Taylor held her frame high in a slow but confident stroll, somehow making eye contact with everyone in the room. This was a woman who could hold her own in Atlantic City. A woman who clearly knew what she was doing. A woman who, if it came to it, you just might follow into battle. This time, I knew it:

Taylor Reynolds was going to win.



I had gone behind the scenes at a pageant, learned a bit about the background of the contestants, talked to them one-on-one. Had it given me enough intel to make the correct call? Finally, the prizes.

Elena got something called the “spirit award.”

Taylor got the award for best interview.

Dot won the award for talent.

All the scholarships on the local level were modest relative to the cost of higher education these days—$100 here, a $50 savings bond there, topping out at $1,000 for Miss Arlington. Yet ticket sales, at $20 each, would have barely covered the cost of renting the auditorium. Chip had to hustle for the prizes, turning to the benevolence of former winners and parents and longtime supporters, as well as his own wallet.

Second runner-up and recipient of a $100 scholarship: Monica Osborne, a jazz-dancing Hollins undergrad.

First runner-up and recipient of a $200 scholarship: Dot Kelly.

Was Caroline going to win after all? I couldn’t imagine her walking away completely empty-handed. Did those early awards serve as consolation prizes or a hint of where the judges’ hearts lay?

When her name was called as Miss Arlington, Taylor Reynolds bent nearly in half, like the wind had been knocked out of her—eyes wide, one hand to her mouth and the other to her chest—a look of pure astonishment and joy. As Emili affixed the crown to Taylor’s head, the emcee tipped off the audience to the drama of this victory.

“Taylor has competed how many times at state?” she asked. The new Miss Arlington, still speechless, held up seven fingers. This would be her seventh time at Miss Virginia.

Of course Taylor Reynolds was going to win Miss Arlington. She knew what she was doing. But even after her fourth-, third-, and second-place finishes at Miss Virginia, there was nothing contrived about her joy over this little local crown. The Arlington competition might have been small, but it was tough—and now her ticket to the state pageant was secure. She could rest easy for several months before suiting up again.

As Miss Arlington 2019 greeted her public, Caroline watched from the edge of the stage, disappointed but chipper.

“At least my next pageant isn’t until the end of the month,” she said: Miss Apple Blossom, at the famous Shenandoah Apple Blossom Festival in Winchester. It was still early in the cycle. She would find her way to Miss Virginia eventually.

I. Pageant trivia buffs love the stories of the more exotic talents, like the Miss Montana who rode her horse on stage, or the figure-skating Miss Cincinnati whose pop-up ice rink melted. Most Miss Americas, though, won with conventional performances—except for Nancy Fleming, ’61, whose talent was demonstrating different ways to accessorize a little black dress.






2 “SOMETHING ELECTRIC IN THE ROOM” 1980


Things had been tense between Phyllis George and Jimmy the Greek for months, or maybe forever. Yet it was Phyllis’s practice to keep up a good front, to maintain the veneer of civility. So on the Sunday before Thanksgiving 1980, when the two of them took their regular places on the CBS set of their hit show The NFL Today, she naturally tried to initiate some small talk with her gruff fellow sports pundit in the minutes before the show began.

It was important to stay positive. And Phyllis could talk to anyone.

But Jimmy ignored her.

“Oh, you don’t love me anymore,” she teased.

And that’s when Jimmy spoke up.

“I love you, I just hate your fucking husband,” he snarled.

Phyllis burst into tears. With minutes to go before the show went live, she fled from the set.

It’s not like she hadn’t heard cruel words before in her young, charmed life. At thirty-one, Phyllis was America’s sportscasting sweetheart, a cream-puff beauty who exuded effortless Southern charm, but she had been in some tough rooms. There was the Texas pageant boss who dismissed her as “a bouncy-assed piano player who’ll never be Miss America.” There were the sportswriters who called her an “airhead.” To be honest, she had even heard worse before this from Jimmy “the Greek” Snyder himself, a raffish, gold chain–wearing Vegas oddsmaker twice her age whose spiky personality and insider knowledge of sports had catapulted him late in life to a TV stardom just as unlikely as hers.

This time was different. Jimmy’s swipe at her husband—an out-of-the-blue reference to some old, unhappy business dealings—seemed bitterly intended to wound. And even as she reached enviable new heights of fame and success, Phyllis could still be discombobulated by the idea that anyone would want to hurt her.

But it was also different because she knew she no longer had to put up with it.

Just a decade removed from her crowning as Miss America 1971, Phyllis had begun to realize her power. And she decided to flex it.

If you have ever seen a movie or sitcom featuring a TV anchor with a pageant past, you can trace the inspiration straight back to the amazing life and times of Phyllis George. Same with any story of a beauty queen–turned–political wife or fabulous lifestyle guru with a Miss State sash hanging in her closet: Phyllis lived those lives, too. Precious few Miss Americas ever became household names, but Phyllis did—a vivacious free-form celebrity who held her own against movie stars on the magazine covers and talk shows of the jet-set seventies and high-gloss eighties.

It was her roller-coaster ride in television—starting with her triumph as a sportscasting glass-ceiling smasher—that embodied the ambitions, and frustrations, of a generation of young women trying all the doors that were just then creaking open. Phyllis was the one who navigated an evolving medium to find a use for the exotic skill set that came from being Miss America—a way to channel all that leftover charisma into a lasting career.

But in doing so, she would face the problem that had always lurked on the far side of the Miss America promise: What happens when all your wildest dreams come true too fast?



In the summer of 1969, a twenty-year-old Phyllis spoke to a luncheon gathering of the Denton Hi-Noon Lions Club about her first attempt at the Miss Texas pageant a few weeks earlier. She had come in third, and that was okay: “The best girl won,” she said, “or she wouldn’t have been named Miss Texas.”

Phyllis was simply stunned that her fellow contestants had voted her Miss Congeniality. Because she had feared that they would resent her instead.

“I’d won the swimsuit competition, which I didn’t expect to win, and then won the talent competition, too,” she explained.

Everything Phyllis would become was already there in that moment: The glib post-game analyst. The budding politician. The alert student of interpersonal dynamics. The adorable raconteur. The girl you just find yourself immediately liking—and who secretly cares very much that you do.

Phyllis Ann George grew up happy and secure in the kind of town where they never locked their doors, an only child until she begged for a baby brother and got one. She had a new Madame Alexander doll every Christmas, and a Princess phone, and slumber parties where her friends sang Beatles songs. Her engineer dad and homemaker mom did volunteer work and raised money for charity; they took her to church and put her in Methodist youth fellowship and vacation Bible school. Wonderful, loving parents: Her dad didn’t even get mad when she smashed up her new yellow Ford Falcon the first day she drove it to school. And they put her through years of piano lessons with a renowned teacher who pushed her to try harder and sent her to competitions. Piano could have been her career, but then came the distractions of cheerleading and high school plays. She was junior class president and a nominee for homecoming queen. Her general understanding was that she was cute; she never thought of it as beautiful.

In other words, she was utterly special in a way that was common to thousands of other girls across a prosperous nation in 1970. So why did Phyllis become the one?

Probably no one has spent more time mulling what qualities make a Miss America than the Miss Americas themselves.

“Any Miss America could walk into a room of one hundred people, and you would notice she is Miss America,” says Rebecca King, the 1974 titleholder.

“It’s not a strut,” says Deborah Bryant, Miss America 1966. “That can be artificial. But that quiet confidence.” As a judge in 2016, Debbie felt it the moment she met Miss Arkansas, Savvy Shields—“just so positive, this great big smile, this happy person,” and soon thereafter the winner.

Which is not to say the Miss America aura is entirely inborn. The other Miss Americas have seen it take hold after a young woman is crowned. Perhaps it’s like social psychologist Amy Cuddy’s much-debated theory of “power posing,” but instead of the Wonder Woman arms-akimbo stance, it’s the erect posture and lifted chin required to balance a crown that instills a regal confidence. Or maybe just knowing that she’s Miss America, and being treated like Miss America, is all the boost she needs.

“She sort of takes on that mantle,” Rebecca says, “and begins to shine even more than she did.”

But Phyllis seemed to have it from day one—or at least from the time she arrived in Atlantic City as Miss Texas in 1970.

“Instantly, there’s something electric in the room,” Norton Mockridge, one of the judges, recalled of the moment Phyllis walked in for her interview. When she smiled, “that electric something flashes, and quivers, and irradiates the room… It’s a moment none of us will ever forget!”

She was tall, which helps a woman stand out, but hardly the tallest. She had an hourglass figure, with the .7 waist-to-hip ratio that science tells us the eye favors—though probably most Miss America contestants boasted roughly the same.

Connoisseurs will tell you that Miss Americas have a very specific kind of beauty—not too voluptuous, not too chiseled. Some researchers argue that the features we are hardwired to recognize as beautiful fall within a mathematical average—noses that are not too big or small, eyes that are not too wide- or narrow-set—and Miss Americas may well exemplify this. “Beauty pageant winners often appear generic-looking—extremely attractive but not distinctive,” wrote the psychologist Nancy Etcoff. “The face seems familiar, a better-looking, less irregular version of other faces we have seen.”

Beauty can futz with our radar. Studies suggest we are more likely to help pretty people than homely people; that they are more likely to win arguments and win our confidence; and that we not only expect them to be smarter, but we also often perceive them to be more clever and accomplished than they actually are.

Why did the judges think it was so hilarious when Phyllis explained she didn’t like beer? (“Ah jus’ like to drink Dr Pepper, on the rocks!”) Did the pageant press corps chortle a little too hard over Phyllis’s stories about her pet hermit crab, Moon Child, which she brought to Atlantic City for good luck? (“The day he finally crawled out of his box here, I won!”) Or maybe she truly told the joke well. If so, was that because her beauty gave her the confidence to sell the story? Or was it her communication skills that added an extra point to how they assessed her looks?

She’s our most beautiful, the other Miss Americas would say about Phyllis. Long, glossy brown hair back then, eyes forever smiling. If you had to single out a physical feature that distinguished her from all the other bright-eyed and symmetrical faces, it would be the unexpected dimples above her strong jaw. Dimples “so deep a scoop of rocky road ice cream could fit in each one,” rhapsodized her first husband, the Hollywood producer Robert Evans. Was that the “electric something” that sparked through the judges’ room? Dimples do have the effect of making a smile seem merrier. Then again, Phyllis was a true-blue extrovert. She was probably genuinely happy in that moment to meet a big room of new people.

But to try to situate the locus of Phyllis’s native charisma—the kind of thing some politicians and executives hire expensive coaches to help them master—is an unfair exercise. Because it might imply that everything that came after Miss America came easily.



Phyllis didn’t hurt for work in those early years following her reign. She did commercials for Jergens, for Pan Am, for Playtex bras and Woolite. There was a guest spot on a game show, a promotional gig with Gillette, and so many jobs hosting state and local pageants. But nothing that clicked as a career.

The challenge was that Phyllis’s undeniable star quality didn’t manifest as any clearly marketable skill. She could sing well enough to fake her way through a pop tune during the variety-show filler in her frequent return trips to the pageant—but she was no singer. She was a skilled pianist, though half the delight of her winning performance of “Raindrops Keep Fallin’ on My Head” was the way she swayed and smiled through the whole thing. And by the 1970s, that wouldn’t get you any further than a piano bar.

Three years after giving up her crown, she was in New York, still taking meetings and trying to break into acting, when her agent sent her out to meet another television executive. But Bob Wussler was something different: He was the new head of CBS Sports.

Bob’s challenge in November 1974 was to catch ABC in the ratings. It had been a decade since a young ABC producer named Roone Arledge had cracked the code for TV sports with a bag of tricks swiped from Hollywood—enlivening games with dynamic camera angles, quick edits, and slow-motion replays; gleaning human-interest stories from the Olympics; dignifying oddball sports like rodeo or badminton with a narrative about “the thrill of victory and the agony of defeat” on Wide World of Sports.

Bob saw no reason why CBS, which boasted the top-rated entertainment shows—All in the Family, The Waltons, M*A*S*H—couldn’t tap into that same energy for sports. But he knew he couldn’t chase after the same pool of die-hard fans. “There just aren’t enough of them to make it pay,” he said that fall.

The key to expanding the audience, he decided, was women. He telecast women’s tennis tournaments, wagering that men and women alike would enjoy the longer rallies and higher drama. He invested in ladies’ golf, arguing that the average male golfer could learn more from watching female pros anyway. And he reassessed CBS’s corps of sportscasters, which until recently had been entirely male, same as the other networks. With the brassy, cantankerous Howard Cosell, ABC had an iconic personality in the announcer’s booth, and Bob hoped to create a team of superstars for CBS, too.

“At least one of them will be a woman,” he vowed in November. “I don’t know who yet.”

When Phyllis’s agent had a chance to bend Bob’s ear, he knew exactly what code words to use. You should meet this Texas girl, he said: She was the “living embodiment of ‘Semi-Tough.’ ”

Any sports bro in 1974 would get the reference. Dan Jenkins’s best-selling novel was a locker-room satire about two pro-ballers and their roommate, Barbara Jane Bookman, a brown-eyed bikini model from Fort Worth who was down-to-earth, funny, and “so damned pretty it makes your eyes blur.” The ultimate 1970s Cool Girl, in other words: a low-maintenance knockout who loved naughty jokes, football, and hanging with the guys.

Bob and Phyllis met for cocktails at the Hotel Dorset in midtown Manhattan, and after some chitchat, he asked if she knew anything about sports.

“Well, yeah,” Phyllis told him. “I’ve dated athletes.” She had also played golf and powder-puff football back home in Denton, her dad was a high school referee, and she loved the Dallas Cowboys.

Bob offered her a job on the spot.

Figuring out what to do with her was another question. Her first assignment was as a sideline correspondent for the Fiesta Bowl. Her producers’ directions: Just talk! You know—about the crowd, the balloons, all the festivities…

It was a fiasco.

“I was out on the field looking very snappy in my boots, long skirt, and blazer. But I didn’t know what I was doing,” Phyllis fumed later. “I felt like the icing on the cake. And that bothered me.”

She went back to her producers and demanded clarity about her role.

It was a wise move: She was not the first woman Bob Wussler had tried in sports. Earlier that fall, he had hired Jane Chastain for a plum seat in the NFL announcers’ booth, the first female sportscaster on national TV. But despite her decade of covering sports in local markets, Jane encountered an ugly backlash. “Tell that babe to take up cooking,” said one of the nasty callers to the CBS switchboard. “She sure can’t announce football.”

Bob resolved to introduce Phyllis to viewers slowly, on a wide variety of sports, with soft features on lady golfers, a “roving reporter” gig at the Preakness. Critics—which is to say male sportswriters—called her a “bundle of giggles” and out of her depth. She did tend to riff a little freely in her early months. At the Belmont Stakes, she suggested that the horses seemed calm “because they know this is the last leg of the Triple Crown.”

But she found her groove when she interviewed Dave Cowens, a famously taciturn young Boston Celtics star. Hitching a ride with him from practice to his house, she turned on the Texas charm, loosening him up with small talk. And then when they sat down, camera rolling, she started asking questions not about basketball—but his life.

What would he do when basketball was all over? Where would he want to live? Did he want to get married and have kids?

It was the equivalent of first-date chatter, nothing all that probing or startling. But it was revelatory for fans, who had known so little about his off-court life. This was “softer” stuff, yes, but it added texture to sports TV—a welcome break from three guys in blazers litigating a game to death. Bigger interviews followed with NBA star Elvin Hayes (they talked religion) and tennis champ Jimmy Connors (she asked why people hated him).

“A surprisingly competent broadcaster,” the Baltimore Sun decided. “Articulate and bright and clever enough to realize what she was hired for.”

Six months after her debut, CBS promoted her to The NFL Today on Sundays with veteran sportscaster Brent Musburger and former player Irv Cross. They were a cool, appealingly diverse trio, by 1975 television standards—a white guy, a black guy, and a dazzling young woman—in a pre-cable era when winning your time block amounted to gold-plated fame. At twenty-six, she was no longer a “former Miss America.” She was simply Phyllis George. And her interviews got bigger and buzzier.

“You have an all-American image,” she teased Cowboys quarterback Roger Staubach. “You’re kind of a straight guy. Do you enjoy it, or is it a burden?”

She had clearly put the uptight, long-married navy veteran at ease because he laughed as he replied: “You know, I enjoy sex as much as Joe Namath. Only I do it with one girl!”

The quote went the 1975 equivalent of viral. As for Joe Namath, she cajoled the hard-partying quarterback into confessing that he felt responsible for the Jets’ losing streak. Then his mood shifted and he abruptly ended the interview—walked out, on Phyllis George!—but it made for great television. And when she interviewed Muhammad Ali, they bonded over a favorite face cream.

The commentary on her performance, negative or positive, almost always circled back to her looks, and CBS played into this, planting banners in the stands during one game reading, “Phyllis is prettier than Frank Gifford,” the rival ABC sportscaster. Phyllis was shrewd enough to laugh it off. When the Miss America thing came up, she would self-deprecate, retell the story about the time the crown fell off her head. In interview after interview, for stories whose headlines were all too often a variation on a theme of “Not Just a Pretty Face,” she made a point of praising her cohosts or looping them into the conversation. (“Don’t you think, Brent?”) So new to this, she had already figured out something about fame, how it could destabilize your alliances and blow back on you if you weren’t careful.



In 1976, Phyllis became the first woman to cohost a Super Bowl broadcast—an uncomfortable and largely unheralded victory for the women’s movement.

Feminists didn’t know what to make of a woman who got a history-making job through a pageant rather than years in the trenches; who said things like “I’m not a feminist in any way”; who sat out the battles other women were waging. (“Why would any woman want to go in there while the men are dressing?” Phyllis wondered about the female sportswriters seeking the right to conduct interviews in the locker rooms alongside their male colleagues. “Just not my style. Not my technique.”)

But it was a breakthrough nonetheless, and a significant one. Phyllis was normalizing the idea of a woman talking as a peer with men in the very male bastion of sports, at a time when women were only beginning to make inroads in television news. It had just been a year since Barbara Walters became the first female cohost of a U.S. news program, NBC’s Today. Local television had only recently started to recruit women—opening the door for future network stars like Jessica Savitch and Lesley Stahl—largely because the National Organization for Women was threatening to sue stations that didn’t live up to new FCC affirmative-action guidelines.

In Oklahoma City, a former Miss America named Jane Jayroe was surprised to get a call one day at her low-paid state government job from a local news director: KOCO-TV was looking to add a female anchor to its all-male news team. Would she like to audition? A decade after handing off her 1967 crown, Jane had a young child, a fresh divorce, and a very sparse résumé.

“I got that opportunity because there weren’t very many women that had the credentials,” she says now. “So the field was kind of open to anyone who had this skill set to be live on television.”

The anchorman quit rather than work with a beauty queen, and the local TV critic scoffed that they should have hired “the station scrubwoman” instead: “She would have had more news experience than Miss Jayroe by simply pushing her mop around the assignment desks.” A few months in, the same critic semi-apologized. The beauty queen, it turned out, “is one of the few bright spots of that program, showing an aptitude for news coverage and anchoring.” Two decades later, after a long career in broadcasting, Jane was named to the governor’s cabinet, as the state secretary of tourism and recreation.

The smash success of Phyllis George had given the Miss America title new credibility and market value. Broadcasting was looking for telegenic women with speaking skills at the same time the pageant, with a new cohort of ambitious, outspoken young boomers, had become a reliable pipeline of them. You didn’t even have to win Miss America to get caught up in the gold rush. In 1978, when Phyllis signed a new $250,000-a-year contract that moved her to CBS’s entertainment division, Bob Wussler, by then the head of the network, scouted the pageant to search for replacements and ended up signing Barbara Mougin, a dancer from small-town Indiana who was the 1978 first runner-up, for a tryout. Phyllis’s seat on The NFL Today ultimately went to Jayne Kennedy, a twenty-six-year-old former Miss Ohio USA, and by then, CBS brass was ready with the response to critics on her lack of sports credentials: “This is a role for a personality.”

Tawny Godin was eighteen and a rising sophomore with straight A’s at Skidmore when she was crowned Miss America in 1975, just as Phyllis’s career was taking off. She had planned to become a linguistics professor. But by the end of her reign, she was swamped with TV offers. At twenty, with no college degree, she landed a job as a reporter and anchor in Los Angeles, the nation’s number two broadcast market.

Forget about the scholarship—the real Miss America prize was these coveted job opportunities in an exciting field that now fell in their laps.

“I had always been a news junkie,” says Marjorie Vincent. “But I had never thought about being able to pursue that as a career”—until she was crowned Miss America 1991. She detoured from her nearly completed Duke law degree to take a job in local TV. “I thought, ‘I’m still young, law’s not going anywhere.’ ”

The rapid expansion of cable television in the 1980s and 1990s created even more openings for attractive young women who knew how to read teleprompters and keep a line of banter going. Many of these jobs were not in news, exactly, but softer-side infotainment—Susan Powell, ’81, on the Discovery Channel, Debra Maffett, ’83, on the Nashville Network, Kira Kazantsev, ’15, on the Golf Channel.

But most of the Miss Americas’ on-camera roles would not last long into middle age. Marjorie felt worn down by the demands of raising a young child while climbing the ladder of midsize markets; she went back to law school and became an assistant attorney general for the state of Florida.

For Tawny, the job with KABC News during its controversial but wildly popular “happy talk” era—celebrity gossip, car chases, and lively anchor chatter—threw her at a young age into a glamorous and dizzying social scene. She dated Burt Reynolds and Kevin Costner and got married, for a while, to John Schneider at his Dukes of Hazzard peak. She also found herself working late hours or pigeonholed into frivolous magazine shows with names like Hollywood Close Up that seemed unlikely to lead to a network job.

Two decades and a few divorces later, when Tawny was in her final years as an L.A. anchor, she expressed some regrets about the academic life she never pursued. But what other choice could a former Miss America have made at twenty?

“I knew these people wouldn’t be knocking on my door in five years,” she said.



Her children say that there were two Phyllises: Phyllis Ann and Phyllis George. And they were frequently in conflict.

Phyllis Ann was the girl from Denton. Phyllis George was the superstar from CBS Sports. Phyllis Ann was devoted to her church, her family, and feared that marrying the Jewish boyfriend she loved would be too much of a culture clash to work. Phyllis George sought out the parties, the magazine covers, and hastily wed a notorious showbiz lothario.

Phyllis Ann knew who her real friends were. Phyllis George fretted over what strangers thought of her.

Phyllis Ann wanted more than anything to be a wife and mother. Phyllis George wanted everything.

Restless in sports, she was dismayed when her general-interest magazine show, People, flopped quickly in 1978, and she started exploring movie roles. (Not such a crazy idea, when affable sports personalities like Don Meredith and O. J. Simpson were finding crossover success in Hollywood.) Though often seen in the company of Manhattan’s most eligible bachelors, Phyllis had somehow resisted the snare of early marriage that would muffle the ambitions of fellow Miss Americas of the era. Even that short-lived mismatch of a marriage to Robert Evans, the much older, thrice-divorced playboy producer of Chinatown and The Godfather, in 1977 did nothing to slow her broadcast career.

“Ego was what motivated my perversity in wanting to make Miss America Mrs. Evans,” he later wrote. “I couldn’t understand what she saw in me. I was everything she was not.”

Hollywood life “was not what I thought it was,” she concurred delicately. “I like to go to church on Sundays.”

But she had always yearned for a family. In late 1978, a few months after her divorce, she ran into John Y. Brown at a party. John Y., as everyone called him, was a Kentucky political scion who had made a fortune by turning Colonel Sanders’s homey fried-chicken joints into a nationwide fast-food icon. On St. Patrick’s Day 1979, they were married in a star-studded, flashbulb-popping ceremony in Manhattan.

During their St. Martin honeymoon, they decided he should enter the race for governor, just two months ahead of the Democratic primary. (Phyllis credited a chance encounter with Jackie Kennedy on the island for giving them the nudge. “You remind me sooo much of Jack!” Phyllis recalled Jackie whispering as she gazed at John Y.’s hooded eyes and bushy forelock.) The newlyweds, perpetually kissing or holding hands, electrified the campaign trail.

“Y’all look like you’re on a damn honeymoon,” a Paducah voter sniped.

“We are,” Phyllis said, beaming.

John Y. won handily, and suddenly Kentucky had a powerhouse first lady, just thirty years old and in possession of her own mega-fame. And Phyllis had to figure out for herself how to make this gig work—just as she had five years earlier as a first-of-her-kind in TV sports.

“I certainly didn’t have a role model to pattern my life after,” she said later. Granted, there had been previous governors’ wives. But none like her. “I was not just a tea-and-coffee person,” she said. She had had a taste of politics and wanted to stay in it. She wanted to have a voice.

The Browns’ flamboyant style raised eyebrows in the Bluegrass State—his frequent travel outside Kentucky, miles racked up on a state-owned helicopter, and fondness for high-stakes gambling; her designer wardrobe, frenetic schedule, and occasionally self-involved speeches. But he got kudos for balancing the budget, and she channeled her star power into good works, raising private funds to renovate the decrepit governor’s mansion and promoting the work of Kentucky artisans in high-end department stores nationwide. Whispers of a potential White House run followed them throughout their term-limited four years in Frankfort.

She also managed to go back to work for CBS Sports in October 1980, less than four months after the birth of their first child, a son named Lincoln, while still juggling the duties of first lady. And that’s when Phyllis confronted a slow-burning workplace conflict of the kind that no one was yet calling sexual harassment.



Jimmy the Greek had been hired on to The NFL Today as a commentator in 1976, a year after Phyllis, Irv, and Brent made it a hit. It was her show, in other words—but Jimmy saw her as an interloper in his world. And Jimmy didn’t hold back when sharing his impressions with a local sports columnist during a 1977 visit to Michigan.

“You look at her on the screen, this gorgeous girl, and you know a lot of guys are having bad thoughts,” the Greek told George Puscas of the Detroit Free Press. “We all considered her like a kid sister, a good kid, which she is, so sweet, a great gal… Actually, she’s the dumbest broad. They had to prime her and tell her everything to say and write it all out on cards.”

Today, a comment like that would instantly go national. In 1977, it basically went unnoticed until People magazine recycled it for page filler, where Phyllis read it a month later. She was furious—but Jimmy denied making the comments, and their CBS bosses underreacted. Yet it fit in with his pattern of behavior toward her, she said—derisive comments with sexual overtones muttered under his breath just seconds before they would go on air.

When CBS Sports begged Phyllis to come back after a two-year absence, she was eager to make up for lost time. She was also a little insecure about the very public weight gain that had drawn taunts from the tabloid press at a time when few other famous women let themselves be photographed while pregnant. Her much-hyped return pushed Jimmy out of his seat, to a standing spot at the end of the desk, and undeniably cost him some airtime. But it was a stressful environment for everyone—four big personalities on a top-rated show that had made them all stars, but with barely twenty-two minutes to split among them.

One night after the show, about a month into Phyllis’s return, Jimmy punched Brent in the jaw at a Manhattan bar, during a blustery spat over Jimmy’s diminished status. Phyllis wasn’t even there. But it was her oversized glamour shot the New York Post put on the front page, with the headline: “Face that Launched a Barroom Brawl.”

The NFL Today team tried to laugh it off on the next episode—Phyllis ringing a bell and shouting “Round Two!” to introduce Jimmy’s game-day predictions, Brent wearing boxing gloves. But tensions still seethed.

And a month later came the day when he made her cry on set.

Years later, Phyllis would express sympathy for Jimmy, a son of hardscrabble Steubenville, Ohio, who lost his mother at age nine to an angry man with a gun, who lost three children to cystic fibrosis, and who would eventually lose the CBS job over his bunglingly offensive commentary about slavery producing superior athletes.

She would remain extremely proud, though, of how she dealt with their clash. How she had stood up for herself, told her bosses she would not be treated this way.

That wasn’t all she did.

Her contract was up for renewal, and her CBS bosses had made it publicly clear that, yes, yes, of course they wanted Phyllis back on NFL Today next season.

But Phyllis didn’t give them an answer.

She gave interviews letting it be known that she was terribly busy as Kentucky’s first lady. She pointedly took a substitute-host gig over at ABC’s Good Morning America. She kept everyone guessing for months, all through the summer, until about two weeks before the start of the next football season.

And only then did she sign a new deal, with one key condition—that she never have to appear on set with Jimmy the Greek again.

It was a deal that radically altered the dynamic of a hit show: The Greek was relegated to pre-taped spots and cut out of the live banter. But Phyllis had drawn her line in the sand. She said she simply couldn’t maintain her enthusiasm, her energy, her buoyant on-air magic, with Jimmy in the room.

And CBS agreed. CBS chose her.

Jimmy had his fan base, but Phyllis was the star. She had the glossy gravitas of women like Barbara Walters and Jessica Savitch, who had been ushered into network anchor chairs a few years earlier. From the time her career at CBS took off, it was whispered that sooner or later, she might be groomed for one of these roles, too—but now she had firmly established her value to the network.

And when she finally got the call, in October 1984, to move to the news division as a morning-show host, it looked like the obvious next step in a ten-year climb, with many more levels yet to come.



A funny thing about her move to CBS Morning News. After a full decade as simply Phyllis George, she was once again getting written up as a “former Miss America.”

Morning TV had been built on the backs of “personalities” with credentials as eclectic as Phyllis’s, if not more so. The first host of NBC’s Today in the early 1950s was Dave Garroway, a jazz DJ occasionally paired with a trained chimpanzee. David Hartman, the longtime host of Good Morning America, had joined the show as an actor with no journalism credentials. Even the newswomen who cohosted the rival morning shows in the 1980s, Joan Lunden at ABC and Jane Pauley at NBC, had been propelled into those coveted seats after just a couple of years of local-news experience. And Bryant Gumbel, the new anchor of Today, had come to that job after working exclusively in sports.

But at CBS, Phyllis was walking into a culture clash that predated her arrival. The news division, infused with the values of Edward R. Murrow and Walter Cronkite, had long been the pride of the network, buffered from petty commercial concerns. That had begun to change in the early 1980s, under a series of leaders slid in from other corporate roles without a news background. Their push for zippier graphics, emotion-packed moments, and magazine-style shows chafed the sensibilities of journalism traditionalists. And the pressure was highest at that moment on CBS Morning News, which had trailed Today and Good Morning America in the ratings for years. Even Diane Sawyer, the future broadcasting legend, had barely averted being fired from the morning job a couple years earlier as network executives agonized over the show’s flagging performance. Now, as she prepared to leap to 60 Minutes in 1984, CBS brass pushed news executives to replace Diane with someone “presold”—a talent “already known to viewers,” as one of them put it; perhaps an actress or variety-show host?

In many ways, then, Phyllis was a deft compromise choice—not a traditional hard-news veteran, but at least a seasoned broadcaster with a track record of serious interviews for CBS Sports.

It didn’t matter. CBS news staff still openly decried the hiring of Miss America 1971 as the ultimate selling out.

“It’s the last straw,” former CBS News president Richard Salant told the New York Times, “on the question of where the hell are we being made to go these days.”

Phyllis was under the impression that they would remake CBS Morning News in her image—a bright, casual gabfest like Good Morning America. But they didn’t quite do that, nor did they make much attempt to retrain her as a serious newswoman.

Critics noted that while she lit up the screen as usual, she looked uncomfortable doing interviews and seemed to cling to her notes. The press ruthlessly chronicled every tiny gaffe. She asked Billy Crystal about his famous impersonation of Fernando Lamas and whether the Argentine movie star had ever called him about it—and when the comedian dryly noted that Fernando had died a couple years earlier, she was roundly scorned. Never mind that Fernando had indeed seen the routine before his death, his son later said, and loved it. She was chided for cutting off slow-talking Nobel laureate Linus Pauling as the show was hurtling toward a commercial break. Never mind that cutting guests short is a daily hazard of live TV. She was mocked when she described Andrew Lloyd Webber as the composer of “Jesus Christ Superstore.” Never mind that it was an ordinary slip of the tongue.

Phyllis was baffled by the reaction.

“Am I the kind of person people want to go after?” she wondered out loud to a reporter. “I don’t think I am. I never have been. I’m the least controversial person I know, to become so controversial.”

Her sprawling, restless ambition had brought Phyllis so far, so fast. But wanting everything left her vulnerable. It was all too easy to let others dictate what everything should entail.

CBS news execs warmed to Phyllis—who didn’t? And they noted how confident she was doing the softer-side stuff they had hired her for—interviews with movie stars or health experts. But then her agent would show up and whisper that she should be doing bigger, heavier-hitting interviews like her cohost Bill Kurtis. And her anxiety about this would manifest on air.

And then came The Hug.

It’s often described as the time that Phyllis George urged a rape victim and the man she wrongly accused to hug on live TV. But the backstory was darker and sadder and weirder. The “victim” was Cathleen Crowell Webb, who as a troubled teenager had fabricated a rape claim because she feared she was pregnant and would get in trouble for having sex. When she picked out Gary Dotson’s face from a mug shot, he was convicted and sentenced to twenty-five to fifty years. Eight years later, she found religion and came forward to recant. When he was released from prison in May 1985, the two were swept up together in a warped media circus, all three networks vying to book them as their consultants attempted to nail down movie or publishing deals.

In Phyllis’s telling, CBS had given up on trying to arrange an interview because the duo had already committed to same-day spots on NBC and ABC—but then they showed up unexpectedly at the network’s Manhattan studio later that morning. Phyllis was pushed in front of a camera with them, with inadequate briefing on their complex saga. Then again, she had been pestering her bosses for bigger interviews. With a panicked sense she had to “go a different route” than other interviewers, Phyllis’s softer-side instincts kicked in; she smilingly asked Gary about his movie offers and whether he felt “like a celebrity.” In closing, she suggested: “How about a hug?” And they declined.

The reviews were scathing.

“Perhaps only Phyllis George would see this bizarre rape case as a story about celebrityhood,” wrote Tom Shales of the Washington Post.

Phyllis fretted over these reviews all summer, and those ratings she knew she was expected to jolt but which refused to budge. She took some unexpected time off. In August 1985, just eight months after she had been hired, CBS News president Ed Joyce called her at her home in Kentucky to tell her she was being replaced.

“I won’t pretend I’m not very, very hurt by this,” he recalled her saying. “But I’m a big girl and I’ll get over it.”

As he got off the phone, he realized this was probably the first big rejection of her life.



Phyllis had other acts after that. How could she not? She launched a line of pre-marinated cook-at-home chicken breast entrees (“Chicken by George”) and promoted the heck out of it, then sold the brand to Hormel. She wrote a self-help book. She even made her acting debut, at age fifty-one, a tiny role in Meet the Parents as the immaculate mother of the groom at the wedding weekend ruined by hapless Ben Stiller.

But while she did other TV shows, they were small, lower-profile, short-lived. Her fireball of a broadcast career, fueled by that larking, breathless charisma, hit a brick wall in 1985.

And it devastated her. What happened at CBS ate at her every day for a decade at least, her children say. She never really got over it.

“She had these huge dreams, and then this big failure. And she could never get back to where she was,” says her daughter, Pam.

Miss America put Phyllis at the top of her generation at the right place and time—unlocking ambitions a girl from Denton might otherwise never have realized she had, opening the doors that would let her fulfill them. That made everything that came after so much harder—or perhaps left her a little less prepared to cope with it.

Her marriage failed, too, after John Y.’s political career petered out, and the excitement of a shared mission that amplified the rush of new love was gone. She struggled with money, having always had so much from a young age that she never learned how to manage it.
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