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Venues for voices 

State campuses set aside areas for free speech 

By LUKE CONNELL 
BIRMINGHAM POST-HERALD

TUSCALOOSA — Most University of Alabama students may never notice 
the plain, wooden podium staked in a corner of earth just outside the 
Ferguson Student Center. 

If they do, chances are they don't know why it's there. 

"I've never noticed it," said Walter Burgess, a senior studying biology at the 
university, as he pulled his red Trek bike from a rack 4 feet away from the 
stand. 

The stand is the university's free speech zone, sitting unadorned at the edge 
of the Crimson Promenade. And, though he's been active in such campus 
organizations as the Student Government Association and the Predental 
Society, Burgess, 21, said he had barely heard of the zone. 

The UA free speech zone and a similar area at Auburn University are places 
in which students and nonstudents can make their voices heard without prior 
approval from university officials. The University of Alabama at 
Birmingham doesn't have a free speech zone. 

Administrators at Auburn and Alabama say the zones provide room for 
discussion at the universities — places often touted as the marketplace of 
ideas — but such zones have drawn heavy criticism from free speech 
advocates who claim the areas actually close off that market by telling 
people where they can set up shop. 
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"I don't have to ask permission to be a free citizen in a free society," said 
Thor L. Halvorssen, chief executive officer of the Foundation for Individual 
Rights in Education. 

At all other locations on both campuses, with few exceptions, students must 
go through university officials to get permission and schedule events. 

At UAB, all events and speeches must be scheduled through university 
officials, said Andy Marsch, assistant vice president for student life at UAB. 
A recognized student group would not be turned down for space, Marsch 
said. Nonstudents also need to schedule events through the administration, 
he said. 

"We're so integrated into the city," he said, "it's not really an issue." 

Because UAB's campus is intermingled with city lots, city streets and 
businesses, drawing hard and fast rules about where someone can or can't 
protest is more difficult than on some other campuses, Marsch said. 

Auburn and Alabama administrators said the free speech zones are designed 
to encourage exchanges between students without allowing demonstrations 
to interfere with education. Events on campus outside free speech areas 
would have certain time restraints that are outlined when applying for the 
permit. 

There aren't any time or duration limits on the zones outlined in each 
universities' policy, though people can also schedule blocks of time in the 
Auburn area so as to "avoid monopolization by any person, agency or 
organization," according to the Auburn student handbook. 

Alabama's handbook also states, "The free expression of views and opinions, 
whether by individuals or groups, must not violate the rights of others, and 
disrupt the normal functions of the university" or violate the student code of 
conduct. 

"You don't want the marketing of one idea to interfere with another," said 
Tom Strong, dean of students at the University of Alabama. "That's the 
reason you have a free speech area." 

On the Alabama campus, the zone isn't clearly marked or defined. The 
podium, Strong said, is a central point, and the speaker is simply limited by 
the sound of his voice, since no amplification is typically permitted. 
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At Auburn University, the zone, called the Open Air Forum, is more clearly 
defined. The forum is a patch of grassy hillside near the site of the old 
eagle's cage near Haley Center. 

Defined or not, students don't typically get a lot of mileage out of the zones. 

"Student organizations really don't use it," said Jonathan Adams CM+NT cq 
both -NT, president of the Coordinating Council of Student Organizations. 
His group helps organize the more than 300 groups on Auburn's campus. 

"From my experience, there has never been a censorship issue," said Adams, 
21 and a junior studying political science. "It's just finding the space and 
reserving it. The Ferguson Center is usually so booked up on a day-to-day 
basis. It's just getting the space. 

"That's probably the hardest part for any organization." 

Part of the problem, one student leader said, may be that students don't really 
know much about the zones. 

Joshua Silberberg, the newly elected executive vice president of Alabama's 
SGA, said most students probably aren't even aware of the zone because 
they don't have problems scheduling events at other locations on campus. 

"If the students knew about it more, perhaps it would see more activity," said 
Silberberg, 20. "I don't think there's a student out there that says, 'Man, I've 
got something to say, but I don't have the means to get my message out to 
the university community.' " 

Silberberg, who said he's been a member of the American Civil Liberties 
Union since seventh grade, didn't have a problem with the zones, although 
he admits he isn't well versed in the issue. 

"There's no downside to promoting it," he said. 

Both Auburn and Alabama list their free speech zones in their student 
handbooks. A sign on Auburn's campus also marks the open-air forum. But 
administrators at both schools admit not much effort is placed on publicizing 
the venues. 

"It's more there for the asking," said Kathleen Cramer, associate vice 
president for the office of vice president for student affairs. "Perhaps we 
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should promote it a little better." 

Well-known or not, critics call such limits unconstitutional, saying free 
speech zones makes the rest of campuses censorship zones. 

"There's nothing reasonable about transforming 99 percent of a college 
campus into a censorship zone," said Halvorssen of the Foundation for 
Individual Rights in Education. 

Other constitutional law experts disagree. 

"The court allows some discretion to allow reasonable time, place and 
manner restrictions on protests," said Bryan Fair, a constitutional law 
professor at the University of Alabama. "I don't think requiring folks to get a 
permit is impermissible. I think requiring some groups, but not others, to get 
a permit is impermissible. 

"A permit system alone does not violate the First Amendment." 

Public universities and colleges, he said, are not viewed as completely public 
forums even though they are funded with tax dollars. For example, a federal 
courthouse has restrictions on speech and access even though it is funded 
with tax money. 

In the past couple of years, fights over free speech areas have sprung up on 
college campuses across the country. 

Battles over speech zones at New Mexico State University and West 
Virginia University resulted in changes in each university's policies. 

In March 2001, New Mexico State University amended its policy, making 
any outdoor area accessible to the public for free speech as long as its 
purpose isn't to advertise a commercial product. The New Mexico university 
has more than 24,300 students. 

West Virginia University, which has about 23,000 students, eventually had 
seven such zones. In November 2002, West Virginia University, under 
pressure from student groups, dropped its zones. Now the only restricted 
area is near the entrance to the campus health care facilities and within 8 feet 
of a nonconsenting person. 

Last month, a Maryland chapter of the ACLU filed suit against the 
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University of Maryland for its free speech zone policy, saying the limitations 
on speech at the institution are too narrowly tailored. 

But Alabama and Auburn administrators said they have had few problems 
with their universities' areas, largely because student groups don't use them. 

"We don't have a whole lot of 'demonstrations,' " said Jim Hardin, senior 
program adviser in the Office of Student Life at Auburn University. 

Almost exclusively, Hardin said, Auburn's students submit requests to have 
events at other areas on campus such as Graves Amphitheatre. 

"There are a lot of other areas on campus that we would permit activity," he 
said. "We just ask that we have some notice on those." 

"While we kind of have an open-air forum or a free speech zone, we're not 
saying everything has to be forced in there," he said. 

Hardin said he can't recall his office ever turning down a request from a 
student group to have an event or protest, saying scheduling causes more of 
a problem than content. 

The same, Strong said, applies to Alabama. 

"We rarely, rarely turn anyone down," Strong said. 

Out of about 200 requests for events a year, he said, the office might turn 
down one or two. Those denials are generally because of scheduling 
conflicts with the availability of areas such as the quad or rooms in the 
Ferguson Center, he said. 

At both universities, administrators said they only get a handful of actual 
people using the free speech areas, most of whom are traveling preachers. 

Nonstudents who want to hold events on the campuses must have some 
sponsorship by a university group in order to have events outside the speech 
areas, administrators from both schools said. 

Alabama administrator Cramer, who was also a student at the university in 
the 1970s, said interest in the free speech area comes in waves. During the 
presidential campaigns of George Wallace, who ran for the White House 
four times in the '60s and '70s. 
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"The free speech zone was a real hotbed," Cramer recalled. 

The war in Vietnam also gave the area lots of use, she said. 

But the war in Iraq didn't rekindle much interest in the area, Cramer said, 
"not to the degree we had expected there would be." 

Still, Cramer said the area is important for the campus. Students, she said, 
should have an area to go to voice opinions without approval or permission. 

"We will protect ours," Cramer said. "We think it's important."

'Nobody lives there anymore' 

Slaying shakes Ensley area 

By ERIN SULLIVAN 
BIRMINGHAM POST-HERALD

A visitor walked hesitantly to the side door of the cinnamon house on the 
corner of Avenue D and 16th Street in Ensley and knocked. 

"Nobody lives there anymore." 

A boy with small cornrows sweeping across his head got off his bicycle on 
the sidewalk and walked toward the house, holding a basketball under a 
gangly arm. He looked at the ground. 
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Special to the Post-Herald 
Dearniki Echols was 
slain in her home by 
robbers. 

"You can knock, but nobody's going to 
answer," said Cedrequs Wright, 7. "The 
woman who lived here was killed. I saw it 
on the news. 

"My mama cried all night." 

Dearniki (pronounced dee-AH-nih-key) Echols, 30, a single mother of two 
boys, was fatally shot in her living room Tuesday afternoon when she 
interrupted three people robbing her home, according to witnesses and 
police. Police said they have taken two suspects into custody, but no one has 
been charged. 

Echols, whom everyone called Dee, worked part time as a secretary for 
Bethel-Ensley Action Task Inc., a nonprofit group at Bethel AME Church 
that builds low-income single-family housing in the neighborhood 
surrounding the church. She took the job for a variety of reasons, but mostly 
so she could be close to home for her two boys, Darrius, 13, and Derrick, 12, 
said Rev. Ronald Nored, pastor of Bethel. 

"She was a delightful person," Nored said. "She cared about the community. 
She wanted to give back something to the community and the church since 
the church was a major role in helping her to find a decent home." 

Henry Scruggs, construction coordinator for Bethel-Ensley Action Task, 
lives a few doors down from Echols in a gray house with blue shutters. He 
remembers when the neighborhood was a war zone for drugs and violence 
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with decaying shotgun homes. There were no paved roads, no streetlights 
and no hope back then. 

On Wednesday afternoon, birds singing mingled with gospel music wafting 
from front porches in this small, now tightly knit community. Children raced 
bicycles down sidewalks and played basketball at a park next to the church. 
The air smelled like fresh cut grass. 

"This is the first crime here in 13 years," Scruggs said. "It's just so tragic." 

Echols lived across the street from the church. Scruggs said he was standing 
outside Tuesday talking to some friends when Echols left work and walked 
into her home. 

He didn't hear any gunshots, he said, but soon saw three young men burst 
through her back door. He dialed 911. A friend knocked on the door but got 
no answer. 

Shawanda Kenniebrew, 25, didn't sleep Tuesday night. Kenniebrew lives in 
the neighborhood with her fiance and two children. She had seen Echols that 
morning. Echols was standing on her porch, saying goodbye to her two 
boys. 

"We always said 'hello' to each other," Kenniebrew said, as she sat in her 
living room with the door locked Wednesday afternoon. "She was a kind-
hearted person. Always laughing." 

Kenniebrew has lived in her home for two years. She's always felt safe. She 
never thought twice about playing with her children in the park. But Tuesday 
night, she kept looking out her blinds to make sure no one was outside. She 
kept hearing startling noises. She kept going into her daughters' bedrooms, 
kissing their foreheads and checking to make sure they were OK. 

"I just can't believe something that awful happened here," she said. "I'm in 
shock." 

In a pink duplex down the street, Vonn Price watched her 3-year-old son, 
Ricky, toddle in her front yard. Price has been friends with Echols for 12 
years. Most evenings, their children played together. 

"I think this community as a whole has felt her family's pain," she said. "It 
could have happened to any one of us." 
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Price heard about her friend's death from a neighborhood teen who knocked 
on her door Tuesday. Soon after, Price saw Echols' youngest son, Derrick, 
riding his bike home from school. 

He didn't know. 

Price called to him. He got off his bike. She grabbed him and hugged him 
like he was her own child. He pulled away. He could see the police cars and 
throngs of people outside his house. 

"What's wrong?" he asked. "Is it mom? Why are all these people here?" 

Price tried to talk, but no words came out. A neighbor shouted at her. "Tell 
him! You need to tell him what's happened!" 

She couldn't. She could see the questioning, the pain brewing in his eyes. 

Price called to a police officer. 

"Mr. Johnson, this is Miss Echols' son. Could you go and talk to him?" 

The policeman steered Derrick away. 

"The pain in that child's eyes," Price said, shaking her head. She closed her 
eyes, not speaking for a few seconds. "I'm praying for those boys." 

Echols' mother, Lauratine Echols, said the boys will live with her and her 
husband in Forestdale. 

"She was such a wonderful child," she said, her voice breaking with sobs. 
"She was such a blessing to each of us. She touched so many lives." 

Outside the cinnamon house, the little boy bounced his basketball on Echols' 
driveway. Cedrequs said he cried a lot Tuesday night. 

"It's scary," he said. 

He used to hang out with Echols' boys. 

"I can't play with them no more," he said softly. "They're gone."
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Tasty time can be 5-star profession 

Commentary by ELAINE WITT 
BIRMINGHAM POST-HERALD

Walk into a class at the Culinard Institute of Virginia College and there's no 
telling what manner of student you'll find. 

For example, in the inaugural class of the institute's new baking and pastry 
program, there's Dana Barnes, less than a year away from being eligible to 
retire from his job as a cardiology technician at UAB. 

Christine Prichard/Post-Herald 
Dana Barnes, center, makes ice 
cream as Shannon Davis watches 
in the kitchen at the bakery at 
Culinard. 

For some time, Barnes, who's 
worked at UAB for 23 years, 
had been planning to attend the 
New England Culinary Institute 
in Vermont upon retirement. 
But when Culinard opened in the West Oxmoor Road area two years ago, he 
enrolled and began to schedule his work hours around his classes. 

In January he graduated with an associate degree in culinary arts, and last 
month he began working on a supplemental degree in baking and pastry. 

He's one of 24 students in the new pastry program. Many have had other 
careers. Some have extensive restaurant experience. 

Most are serious about pursuing careers in the food industry, although at 
least one student, a physician, went through the $30,000 culinary arts 
program just so he could become an excellent cook. 
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Barnes' classmates include Madeleine Fowler, a former audiologist and 
mother of four who enrolled in cooking school after a divorce; Virginia 
Walker, who until January was a pastry chef at Hot & Hot Fish Club; and 
Ashley Robertson, at 20 one of the youngsters in the bunch, who works 
mornings making bread in Culinard's retail bakery. 

They go to school on Monday and Tuesday, marathon days with six-hour lab 
sessions and three hours of lecture. 

The first week they made chocolate eclairs and fruit tarts, products that 
required them to make two pastries, pate sucre for the pie and pate a choux 
for the eclairs; a classic pastry cream and ganache, a glaze. 

Like the curriculum in Culinard's culinary arts program, the training is based 
on classic French techniques, with a dose of other cuisines to keep up with 
trends. 

"It's things like how to saute a piece of meat, how to poach a piece of fish," 
said Chef Susan Notter, Culinard's executive director. "You give that as a 
guideline and you develop it from there." 

The Birmingham, England-born Notter, who came to Culinard in 2001 and 
took over the top position in 2002, is a draw for both students and faculty. 

She's internationally known as an award-winning pastry chef. And between 
1984 and 1997, she and her husband operated the International School of 
Confectionary Arts in Switzerland and later in Maryland. Her specialty, 
crafting elaborate sculptures out of spun sugar and chocolate, is something 
the Culinard pastry students will have a chance to try. 

She's the reason Andrea Bednarowski, a former baker at the Wynfrey Hotel, 
signed up for the pastry program. And she's the reason Jared D. Danks, one 
of Bednarowski's instructors, joined the faculty. 

"She's one of the best in the world. ... I get to watch her work and pick her 
brain," said Danks, who on Tuesday had his students baking all manner of 
edible containers for the ice creams and sorbets they'd made earlier. 

Culinard has up to 400 students in the two programs, which leads to the 
question of where they're all going to work. 

Changing American lifestyles, Notter said, have pretty much taken care of 
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that. It's not just restaurants and hotels but catering and institutional cooking. 

"Even when you buy prepared food, somebody had to make that food," she 
said. 

At a recent job fair, potential employers who showed up included the 
Wynfrey, a couple of Mississippi casinos, a number of local country clubs, a 
couple of upscale chain restaurants, the University of Alabama's Aramark 
food service, the Bright Star in Bessemer and the Hot & Hot Fish Club. 

Notter said she's trying to teach what these employers want: reliability and 
teamwork as well as basic management, cost containment and, of course, 
cooking skills. 

"You can tell by watching people and the way they work: how clean they 
work, how organized they are. You can tell this has been instilled in them. 
It's not easy to find those people." 

Both the cooking and baking fields are predominantly male in Europe, 
where some chefs still won't let women in their kitchens. In this country, the 
vast majority of the top jobs also are filled by men. But it's changing, Notter 
said. 

At Culinard, the culinary arts students are evenly divided between men and 
women. Only a few men are in the pastry course, however. Pastry, with its 
emphasis on formulas, organization and scale, attracts females, Notter said. 

Despite the trends that will supply her students with jobs, Notter, a petite 
blonde, makes a point of eating dinner at home with her two children. When 
she goes out, her favorite spot is Highlands Bar & Grill, where she likes the 
innovative take on regional foods. 

For Birmingham residents who are not destined to be chefs, Culinard offers 
one-day weekend cooking classes. And if you want to eat what the students 
cook, the Culinard restaurant periodically offers a four-course student-
prepared dinner for $24 or a three-course lunch for $11. 

With the advent of the Food Network, which is owned by Scripps Howard, 
the parent company of the Birmingham Post-Herald, Americans are 
beginning to view cooking as a profession rather than a trade, and our tastes 
are more sophisticated when we eat out. 
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"The problem is," Notter said, "everybody thinks they're going to be the next 
Emeril." Emeril Lagasse is a chef and TV personality.
Elaine Witt's column runs Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday. 

Panel says indigenous people need 
to be heard 

By WILLIAM C. SINGLETON III 
BIRMINGHAM POST-HERALD

Protests against American occupation of Iraq illustrate how politicians are 
having to deal with the concerns of indigenous people, said speakers at a 
conference on social justice. 

"The Shiites want to worship, but they want us to get out of there," said 
George Munchus, a University of Alabama at Birmingham business 
professor. "I think it puts the United States in a position that we're going to 
have to deal with issues we're not prepared to deal with." 

Munchus referred to the protests of some Shiite Muslims in Iraq who want 
to establish an Islamic state to replace Saddam Hussein's regime. 

Munchus was one of three panelists who spoke at a break-out session during 
the Transformative Justice Conference Tuesday. The conference, which 
continues today, is part of the Birmingham International Festival's salute to 
Canada. The Transformative Justice Conference has selected as its theme 
"This Land is My Land Too!" to celebrate indigenous people. 

In front of an audience of about 15 people at the Sheraton Civic Center 
Hotel, Munchus' session focused on land and environmental issues. 

Panelists also included Rudolph Ryser, executive director for the Center for 
World Indigenous Studies, and Charles Hudson, public information manager 
for Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission, a group that represents 
four American Indian tribes and their right to fish in clean water. Ryser and 
Hudson are American Indians. 

Ryser introduced himself to the audience by giving a history of his tribe, the 
Taidnapum, considered the people of the upwater areas of Washington state. 
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He said understanding indigenous people and their concerns starts by 
understanding their identity. 

"If you can tell the story of your people, then you can understand other 
people's story without confusion," he said. 

Ryser said many conflicts in foreign countries involve indigenous people. 
But many national powers, including Great Britain and the United States, 
fail to acknowledge their concerns, even ignoring the concerns of such 
people. 

"State governments knew nothing about indigenous people except to 
pronounce them backwards ... or irrelevant to state concerns," Ryser said. 

Now indigenous people are demanding to be more than just a participant at 
the table of diplomacy. 

"Indigenous people have come to the conclusion that they cannot simply ask 
to be at the table, they must deny access to their table," he said. 

That, Ryser said, has caused the backlashes witnessed in Iraq, Columbia, 
Nigeria and other countries where U.S. corporations want to expand their 
presence. 

Hudson said American Indians have waged a tireless fight to win their rights 
to preserve their way of life. 

"The Inter-Tribal Fish Commission, in its 25 years of existence, claims a 
record of success," he said. 

When Congress passed the Indian Self-Determination Act of 1974, it marked 
a rebirth for American Indians, said Hudson said, who is of the Hidatsa tribe 
of the upper Missouri River. 

But American Indians must be vigilant in their efforts, Hudson said. They 
are becoming more aware of their rights of self-determination as well as 
using the system to address their concerns, he said. Although American 
Indians won the right to vote in the 1920s, that right often was unused, he 
said. 

In 2000, American Indians, through the First Americans Education Project, 
actively raised money and produced its largest voter turnout to defeat U.S. 
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Sen. Slade Gorton, R-Washington, Hudson said. Gorton, who lost to 
Democrat Maria Cantwell, was considered an adversary to American Indians 
because he sponsored bills that they considered a danger to their 
sovereignty. 

Munchus spoke on the issue of environmental justice. He noted he filed a 
civil rights complaint against Browning-Ferris Industries because it tried to 
establish a garbage collection center in Titusville, a predominantly black 
neighborhood in Birmingham. 

"If you go into Titusville, you'll see Browning-Ferris is not there," he said. 

He said some may believe they can't make a difference, but he encouraged 
the audience to continue to be agitators for change. 

"One solid voice can make a difference," he said. "You have a voice. You 
can always make noise."

16-year-old charged in Collegeville 
death 

By JAMIE KIZZIRE 
BIRMINGHAM POST-HERALD

A 16-year-old boy has been charged with murder in the beating death of a 
Collegeville man, according to Birmingham police. 

The juvenile, whose name was not released due to his age, has been charged 
with the April 5 beating death of Anthony Earl Frazier, 3221 32nd St. N., 
according to a statement released by Birmingham police Wednesday night. 

Frazier, 41, was beaten by a group of juveniles at 33rd Avenue North and 
32nd Street North, authorities said. 

He died from his injuries on April 11 at UAB Hospital. 

"It's a saddened relief because he's (the suspect) so young," Maxine Harris 
Parker, president of the Collegeville Neighborhood Association said today. 
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"The neighborhood has been tensed up" since the beating, she said. 

Frazier was on his way home on the night of April 5 when he became 
involved in a "verbal altercation" with a group of juveniles that turned into a 
physical assault on Frazier, police have said. 

He was less than a block from his home when he was attacked. 

Although police have said a group of juveniles attacked Frazier, no other 
arrests were announced on Wednesday. 

Efforts this morning to reach Lt. Henry Irby, the police spokesman, were not 
successful. 

Some family members and residents have said the beating was part of a gang 
initiation ritual. The youths were were wearing black pants and white T-
shirts, witnesses said. 

Police said they have not seen organized gangs in Birmingham. 

On the day Frazier was beaten, a resident said she saw a group of youths on 
the corner of 33rd Place North and 33rd Avenue, only a few feet from the 
crime scene. 

Councilwoman Gwen Sykes said the incident shows the need for school 
officials to be trained to identify students at risk for gang activity. 

Sykes has scheduled a town hall meeting on public safety at Hudson Middle 
School at 5:30 p.m. Monday. 

"This shows... what happens in the schools and how it spills over into the 
community," said Sykes, whose district includes Collegeville. 

The teenager charged in the death was being held Wednesday at the 
Jefferson County Jail under a $50,000 bond, according to police. 

Growing up in Alabama is more than 
just a state of mind 
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By Haily Porter 

A 17-year old Columbiana girl took first prize for her essay in a "What Does 
It Mean To Be Southern?" contest sponsored by the Deep South Regional 
Humanities Center at Tulane University and the Center for Arts and 
Humanities at Auburn University. Here is Hailey Porter's winning essay: As 
I sit in the back seat of my grandmother's white Cadillac, the backsides of 
my tanned legs stick to the leathery gray seats. I bounce as we travel the 
dusty road, and perspiration tickles the edge of my blond, frizzy mane and 
slides down my back. A country gospel tune drones from the radio. 

It is hot. No, it is humid. No, it is unbearable. Summertime in Alabama is 
always unbearable. I step out of the car and gaze across the pasture. Cows 
and horses stand barely moving in the heat, as if they were frozen in time, 
only they are far from frozen; they are melting, seeking shelter in the shade 
of a wide water oak tree. 

My grandmother's friend Violet steps out onto the front porch with its wide, 
wooden planks and tall white columns. We go inside and sit at the table for 
dinner. In any other place, "dinner" may be a synonym for "supper," but here 
dinner is at 12 o'clock noon and always will be. 

I love the way Violet says "dinner." It's more like "dinnah." I listen to the 
ladies' gibberish about the latest town gossip. It doesn't interest me like the 
stories of their childhood do. I realize that adventures they shared as young 
girls are some of the same I have shared more recently with my best friend, 
Mary Helen. Making and selling lemonade on hot summer days, much like 
today, is one memory I love. 

County fairs, church picnics, flea markets, Independence Day parades, high 
school football games, lounging on the boat in the fishing hole at Mr. 
Brasher's farm — all of these memories have made me who I am. As I sip 
my ice-cold sweet tea with lemon and take another bite of green beans, I 
realize that I am Southern. I am a 20th century Southern belle, and I love it. 

I have often thought of escaping from Alabama and the South as a whole 
and running from the stereotype given to Southerners. I want to prove to 
someone that I am smart, elegant and dignified. 

I ask to be excused from the table. I walk outside and sit in the whitewashed, 
high-back rocking chair that squeaks when I move. I look across to the 
garden and catch sight of the big green tractor — John Deere. Those were 
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the first words I ever learned to read. I remember the tractor my granddaddy 
owned and how I rode in his lap, wearing his straw hat. He wore overalls, 
and I wore the toothless grin of a 6-year-old. 

I am brought out of my daydream by the noise and chatter of my 
grandmother and Violet venturing out onto the porch. When we leave, my 
grandmother waves with her arm out the window until we reach the end of 
the long driveway. 

During the drive, she reminds me that things have changed in the South, but 
not what is really important. We still eat grits and practice Southern 
hospitality. Men still get tattoos of their beloved wives, and women still 
make the journey to Piggly Wiggly in their hair rollers. 

Some may call us uncouth and uneducated, but I know that we are educated 
in the issues that matter, like where we will be on Sunday mornings and who 
makes the best homemade biscuits. We are elegant and we are dignified, 
only by our own definitions. 

I am grateful to live in the South. 

When we arrive home, I run upstairs and pull on my faded blue swimsuit. I 
call Mary Helen and tell her to run and meet me at the pond. I bound down 
the steps, letting the screen door bang shut behind me. I jump from the pier 
without hesitation and for a moment, I am free. I am me. This is what it 
means to be Southern. 

I land splashing and release a squeal that can only come from the cool, 
refreshing pond water on an unbearably hot, humid, Alabama day. 
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