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To 
my daughter Bailey, 
who is my very heart, 
and 
to the sweet memory of 
Beth Griffin Jones, 
who believed I could write a 
really funny book 
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MEN LOVE 
THE SWEET POTATO QUEENS’ BOOK OF LOVE, TOO
[image: image]
“Riotous, irreverent, and knockdown naughty—a must for any man who has ever loved a spirited woman, and for any woman who is one.”
Willie Morris
“If everything in this book is true, I’m going duck hunting with a rake!”
Kinky Friedman
“The Sweet Potato Queens’ Book of Love is hilarious and great. If Jill Conner Browne will say the magic words to me, I will kiss her right on the yam.”
Larry L. King
“Funny and opinionated, The Sweet Potato Queens’ Book of Love may be the hippest creation to come out of Mississippi since—well, since me, quite frankly. The Sweet Potato Queens themselves are rather buxom and single-minded. So move over, Monica Lewinsky! Who needs cigars when you have sweet potatoes?”
John “Lypsinka” Epperson
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Meet the Sweet Potato Queens
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For anyone even remotely familiar with Jackson, Mississippi, the name “Sweet Potato Queens” instantly evokes sweet memories of beautiful, somewhat augmented female forms enveloped in green sequins, towering red hairdos, provocative dances, and the haunting refrain of “Tiny Bubbles,” as only Don Ho could—or would, for that matter—deliver it. If, as they say, you ain’t from around here, you need some enlightening; and your life will not be complete until you get it. Nor will it ever be the same after you do.
The Sweet Potato Queens are us. That would be me and eight or nine of my nearest and dearest. The Sweet Potato Queens were, however, my idea, and therefore I’m the boss of the whole enterprise. This is unquestionably the best job I ever had in my entire life.
It all began back in the early 1980s. Having passed recently through a pretty thick patch of doldrums, I was feeling a mite antsy and looking for a new direction for my life. My friend Cheri told me her dad had bought some land up the road a ways in Vardaman, Mississippi, which claims to be “The Sweet Potato Capital of the World.” She said he had an old beat-up pickup truck on which he had meticulously painted ANGLIN SWEET POTATO FARMS. Farms may suggest to the reader an enormous spread, nothing but sweet potatoes as far as the eye can see. It was, in fact, twenty acres max—what he had was a fair-sized garden. The family thought it was pretty funny of him, and so did I. She went on to tell how Vardaman was into sweet potatoes in a big way, festival and all that. It occurred to me that they might need a Queen for that festival, and so I volunteered to be it on a continuing basis to save them the trouble and expense of selecting a new one every year. She said she’d pass along my generous offer to whoever might be interested.
Somehow that interest never materialized, but I had a passing thought that I might have stumbled on to something. The prospect of being the Queen of anything at all struck a chord deep within me. But I let it slide until I got a phone call from my buddy Viv. (I was lolling about in the bathtub—all the Queens love to loll about, in bathtubs and elsewhere; it makes us no never mind.) Anyway, I was in the tub lolling, and Viv called up to say that her husband, Malcolm, was going to put on a St. Patrick’s Day parade. With literally no hesitation, I spoke the words that would forever change our worlds—I truly believe it was probably some sort of divine thing.
“I’m in it,” I said emphatically.
“What are you going to be?” Viv asked, in a tone of mild disdain, as if I couldn’t possibly have a plan already.
“I am the Sweet Potato Queen.”
“Well, so am I,” she said.
I said, “Fine.” And it was done.
That first year, 1982, was a confusing one for the 350,000 residents of Jackson, Mississippi. The parade was held on the actual Day of St. Patrick, which happened to be a Thursday, I think. We paraded through downtown Jackson, right at five o’clock, so that all the folks getting off work could see us and be held up in traffic a little while longer. Were they happy. Prior to that very moment, St. Patrick’s Day had passed virtually unnoticed in Jackson. It took us a few years to get the participation of our indigenous folk, but they are quite taken with the idea now.
So Malcolm White has his parade, officially called “Mal’s St. Paddy’s Day Parade,” every year, now always on a Saturday in the general vicinity of the actual Day of St. Patrick—sometimes before, sometimes after, but always in March, I can promise you that. Other cities, I understand, are sticklers for March 17, but we, in our Southern way, are more concerned with the convenience afforded by a Saturday parade. I can’t tell you what criteria are used to determine which Saturday. The only criterion that I’m personally aware of is that the Sweet Potato Queens will be the focal point. That has never been a problem.
The newly crowned Sweet Potato Queens were the instant darlings of that first parade. Our first outfits, however, were not nearly so grand as the ones we wear today. There were four of us, and we all wore green ball gowns from family trunks or the Goodwill thrift shop. And tiaras. God, I love a tiara. Suzanne Sugarbaker of Designing Women was so right when she said, “There’s just nothing better in life than to ride around on the back of a convertible with a crown on your head.” Words to live by. We didn’t actually have a convertible; we had a pickup truck. But we did have big dresses, tiaras, and long gloves. (Our first gloves were the no-longer-quite-so-white ones we found in our mothers’ forgotten wardrobes. Vivid colors would come in future years.)
And we had The Wave. That beauty queen wave, the Miss America wave—back when Miss America meant something; namely, that you were the best-looking thing in the whole country and none of this ridiculous scholarship hooey. Look at the old films of the Miss America pageant. The wave changed when they started all that scholarship crap. Scholarship, my butt. Take the crown out of the deal, and see how many contenders you got left. Name me any other scholarship competition in the universe that induces full-grown women to have their back teeth pulled, bottom ribs removed, noses whacked, and tits—well, brains will just never reach that level of popularity, now will they? Show me another scholarship contest that necessitates the application of Firm-Grip to one’s buttocks to hold one’s swimsuit in place. That’s so all those brains don’t pop out on the runway, no doubt.
Call the thing a beauty pageant, and be done with it. Get honest. And let the winners get back to the traditional wave, the one that says, “I am better looking than every last one of you! But I am humble about it, and I have compassion for all you little, ugly, pathetic people. I am up here, where I belong, above the crowd, so you can all see how very beee-yooo-ti-ful I am and you can see it from all angles and so fully appreciate just how much better looking I am than you. But even in my great beauty, I am still sweet and kind, and I will wave to the likes of you to prove it. See? I am waving and smiling.”
And, with her arm nearly fully extended, she ever so gently moves just her hand, back and forth, back and forth, scarcely disturbing the air, the movement is so gentle. That’s how Sweet Potato Queens wave. And I, being the Boss of Everything, am the only one who can claim ambidextrous waving skills.
So we’re in this very first St. Paddy’s Day parade in downtown Jackson, sitting up in the back of a green pickup truck with hand-lettered posterboard signs duct-taped to the sides proclaiming us to be the Sweet Potato Queens, riding up through some totally puzzled office workers. We just smiled and waved like we were gen-u-wine beauty queens, taking the whole thing very seriously, as if they should be so excited they got to see us, in person and all. And every now and then, in the tradition of Mardi Gras, we’d throw a little something to the crowds, only our throws, in keeping with who we claimed to be, were actual sweet potatoes, which are not usually as lightweight as, say, your beads or your doubloons. A sweet potato has a little heft to it, and it is fairly dense as well. Not quite the same as chunking bricks, but then actually pretty close to chunking bricks. One of the original Queens was quite the softball player, some kind of championship softball player. She could really hum them taters, let me tell you. I guess their size and odd shapes sort of affected her aim a little, since she lobbed one and nearly broke out a second-story window in the IRS building. We had to rein her in after that.
There was some initial confusion about our name. Sweet Potato Queens. Did the name describe the type of potato that we claimed to be the Queens of? Or were we the Queens of regular potatoes—Irish potatoes, maybe—possessed of good dispositions? It doesn’t really matter to us. The Queen part is the only thing we care about at all.
We all knew we had what we needed to declare ourselves Queens of whatever we chose. No pageants for us. No way would we ever consider groveling and posturing for a bunch of strangers, in full view of a live audience, in the pitiful hope that, for reasons of their own, they would decide to give us their paltry crown. Need I point out that not only are those crowns arbitrarily awarded, there’s a very tight time constraint issued at the crowning. You get that crown for one year and one year only, sweetie, and during that year, you will step and fetch at the total whim of the folks who gave it to you. You do this for one entire year, at the end of which you are no longer Queen of Anything. You are a former Queen. Consider, too, the status of the other pathetic ninety-nine percent who entered the fray—losers, one and all, and no doubt scarred for life by the experience. Sweet Potato Queens, on the other hand, don’t have to do jackshit that anybody says, and we are Queens for Life.
And another thing: Youth is not a prerequisite to becoming a Queen. The very young can have no sense of who they are, whereas the Sweet Potato Queens have had plenty of time to cultivate this vital self-awareness. Collectively we’ve had approximately four hundred years to devote to our development. And we’ve turned out rather well, I must say. We are a marvelously diverse lot. We have not one but two former presidents of the Junior League (we knew this about them and we still embraced them as if they were normal). We could see that they had learned painfully the folly of working one’s ass off for an organization that didn’t provide its leadership with even the hope of a crown.
Of course, as we know, Junior League work, grueling as it is, is free labor performed in one’s spare time. The Queens all have real jobs as well. We have a former district attorney (no crown for that either), a commercial real estate agent, an interior designer, and an artist. One of us owns a gourmet kitchen store and sits on the board of about a half-dozen other businesses. One Queen designs and manufactures a line of women’s silk and cashmere clothing and sells it at hotsy-totsy shops all over the country. We have an exercise and fitness consultant, and one of our number even owns a funeral home.
What I’m saying here is that the Sweet Potato Queens are real live grown-up women—self-sufficient and self-actualized. But we were crownless, one and all. Who, I ask, would be more worthy and capable of wearing a crown—the women I’ve just described or some eighteen-year-old surgically altered twit whose sole accomplishment is finally learning all the words to “My Way”? Who indeed. We consulted our mirrors and each other, and we could see pretty damn quick that we had It—that quality, that je ne sais quoi, that royal air that set us apart.
For the first few years, we were a democratic lot. Basically, anybody who had balls enough to put on a green ball gown from Goodwill and a tiara and perch on the back of a pickup truck, wave, and throw sweet potatoes was welcome to join the ranks of the Sweet Potato Queens. There were not as many takers as you might imagine. There’s a whole passel of folks in this world who are content just to spectate, and to them we say, “God love you!” because we do so love an audience, and the bigger, the better.
But then came the Year of the Outfits. I was seized with a new inspiration—a vision, if you will—for the Sweet Potato Queens. I must confess that the source of my divination was the dance troupe for a small, historically black college in Mississippi—the Golden Girls of Alcorn State University. These incredible women perform on the field at halftime for the Alcorn Braves football games. They wear matching gold-sequined swimsuit-style outfits, and their dance routines are heart-stopping. They are my idols.
I have often said that it was merely an accident of birth that prevented my being a Golden Girl. They are all black, and I, sadly, am not. It’s a bitch, but there you are. Live with it, I say. I also say that in my considered opinion white people were a mistake, on God’s part, I mean. If He had it to do over, I bet he’d make everybody black, or at the very least see that the melanin got distributed a little more fairly. Face it, everybody would be better looking black. Any white girl who’s ever had a tan can vouch for it. Especially if you have, shall we say, figure flaws? Brown fat just does not look as bad as white fat. Hell, you can tell that by looking at a pork chop. A strip of fat around a raw pork chop is all white and globby looking. Fry that sucker, and the fat comes out all crispy and golden brown.
Anyway, forced to accept that my own whiteness and also my age were going to preclude me from ever becoming a Golden Girl, I saw a way to make my dream happen anyway. The Sweet Potato Queens would fashion our costumes after those of the Golden Girls, only ours would be St. Patrick’s Day green sequins instead of gold. And as long as I was designing the thing, why not throw in a little figure-enhancement? And so I went to my sister-in-law, Beth, who could tailor men’s suits if she wanted to—she just doesn’t want to—and explained my concept to her. She indicated that this would be “no problem at all.” (She probably didn’t really want to do this either, but I can be persuasive, not to mention persistent.)
We bought a basic swimsuit pattern in about a size 24, sort of one-size-fits-all, you know? She made the basic size 24 suit, stuffed the top and the butt with enough batting to make fifteen good-sized teddy bears, and then took up the waistline to fit each Queen. Weighing about forty pounds apiece, these giant sequined outfits are architectural wonders. The result was mesmerizing.
We were true crowd pleasers in these suits, proving that it is possible to please everyone all the time. For white males, it is impossible to have tits that are too big, and for black males, you cannot get the butt big enough. At the same time, if your tits are big enough, white guys don’t care how big your butt is; and if your butt’s big enough, black guys don’t care what’s happening around front. (We know all this because the Sweet Potato Queens are multicultural and we’ve compared notes.)
As far as we can tell, we are the only female drag queens in existence. Gay men love us. It’s entirely possible that we are gay men trapped in straight women’s bodies. Our lesbian friends adore us, too, because, hey, we are WOMEN. When we made our appearance in our new outfits on parade day, the crowd was galvanized. All the men wanted us, and all the women wanted to be us.
Just imagine the Sweet Potato Queens in our flowing red wigs—so vital for hair-tossing, which coupled with pelvic thrusting is the mainstay of our performance—wearing our official lipstick, Revlon’s Love That Pink, and our majorette boots. God, how we love our majorette boots. Women of a certain age—I need not name that age—will empathize with this at once. When we were growing up, the Sears Roebuck Christmas catalog featured a wide array of costumes—the Bride’s Dress, the Cowgirl Outfit, the Nurse’s Uniform, the Princess Gown, and the Majorette Suit. With it were some crappy little spats that were supposed to pass for boots, but you could order separately Real Live Majorette Boots. Out of all the Queens with our diverse backgrounds, not one ever got a pair of Real Live Majorette Boots, and not one had ever gotten over that bitter disappointment.
That is so much of what being a Sweet Potato Queen represents for us: correcting karma—seizing the moment, recreating ourselves from the soles of our majorette boots to the very tip-top of our towering red wigs. Don’t waste your precious life moping over the vacancies of your childhood. Hell, you’re full grown now. If you don’t have Real Live Majorette Boots at this stage in your life, it’s your own goddamn fault. Quit whining about it and go get some!
You may wonder why there is no mention of crowns. That’s because we no longer wear them. In the beginning we needed them, we thought, to establish our Queenliness. Now, we believe, to wear a tangible symbol of our intangible yet utterly pervasive air of royalty would be redundant. We are the Sweet Potato Queens, and everybody knows it. Symbols are superfluous. Besides, it’s really hard to keep a crown fastened to that big red wig.
I’ve often heard it said about us, in our presence, as if we weren’t there or were perhaps deaf: “They turn into someone else when they put those outfits on.” This is usually said by some Queen’s boyfriend or husband. In fact, nothing could be further from the truth. We are completely ourselves when we put those costumes on. The Sweet Potato Queens are at one with the universe in those outfits.
The news media were all over us in our new regalia. “How does one get to be a Sweet Potato Queen?” the tiny white-girl reporter asked breathlessly. “It’s like this, honey,” I told her, with more than a small degree of disdain, “either you are a Sweet Potato Queen, or you are not.” She looked perplexed. I added, “You are not.” Whining, she persisted, “Well, how did you get to be a Sweet Potato Queen?” “First of all, missy”—even more disdain here—“I am the Sweet Potato Queen, by divine right, and I have handpicked my court. No woman gets on this float but by me. And let me tell you—there is plenty of sucking up involved in the process.”
Ever since we first trotted out those green-sequined costumes and our amazing red wigs, I’ve been besieged by women from all over the country, begging, pleading, offering bribes of all sorts—all dying for the chance to put on that green suit and be Queen for a Day. But it’s too late, I tell them all, too late. They had their chance back in the days of thrift shop dresses, but it’s gone. Now you have to wait for someone to die or move to Australia to open up a vacancy. One current Queen had to grovel in the very dirt for three full years, even after an opening became available. It was so much fun having her follow us around year after year, in desperate supplication, we sort of hated to give it up. Like all sororities, we find that half, maybe more, of the fun is in keeping others out. So much for the sweet part.
Queens serve at my pleasure alone, and don’t they know it. The sucking up doesn’t stop with induction. It is a lifetime process, teamed with blind obedience. I design the outfits, I select the hair color and style, I select the music and choreograph the dances. I have ultimate power, and I like it.
Lest I give anyone the erroneous impression that the Sweet Potato Queens are an insular, independent group, let me assure you—nothing could be further from the truth. There are many happy, helpful worker bees in our little hive. Their hard work and devotion make it possible for us to reign supreme and serene. For this we are truly grateful, and we try to show our gratitude constantly. Indeed, we fraternize with all of them quite freely every day of the year, save one. Here’s a rundown of Team Sweet Potato Queens.
A small but dedicated band of Sweet Potato Queen Wannabes is allowed to follow our float each year. We even let them wear our old outfits and discarded wigs. They carry signs that clearly mark them as Wannabes, engaged in their sucking-up process. Whenever our float stops for us to dance provocatively for our adoring crowds, the Wannabes run and prostrate themselves in front of the float, bowing, scraping, and generally whipping up increased crowd frenzy for us, the actual Queens. The Wannabes understand that any and all attention they might possibly receive must at all times be totally derivative. They are only Something because we are Everything.
Did I mention that the Queens adhere strictly and joyfully to the principle of equal opportunity? Indeed, one of our most devoted, talented, and hardworking Wannabes is of the boy persuasion, and we are all pissed off because George’s butt is cuter than ours. Nonetheless, we’ve voted him Most Versatile, Miss Congeniality, and Most Likely to Become a Queen, gender notwithstanding.
The Wannabes are by no means our entire entourage. With us since the very early years has been Wilson Wong, who for parade day is transformed into another persona. What do you get when you take a six-foot two-inch Chinese guy with waist-length hair and put him in a gold lamé smoking jacket and rhinestone sunglasses? You get: Lance Romance, the Official Consort to the Queens. He’s the only man who has been allowed to ride on the float in anything less than a subservient capacity. Make no mistake; he is a veritable slave, but he’s a love slave. All I can say is his wife, Lynn, is an unusually tolerant woman.
The Queens are too busy dancing and prancing in the parade these days to be bothered throwing trinkets to the masses. So we have many unpaid but happy lackeys to do our throwing for us—mostly our children, who ride in the back of the pickup truck that pulls the float. These are the “Tater Tots.” People are always asking when we are going to let the kids ride on the float with us. To this ridiculous question, the answer is always the same: “When they get old enough, they can build their own damn float. We are not doing this for our children.” Any idiot knows when you perform with children or animals, you become invisible, and that is not part of our plan.
The ever-growing contingent of hopeful, helpful men in our employ is known as the “Spud Studs.” To say we would be nothing without them is stretching it a bit, but we would certainly be unduly inconvenienced, which is nearly as bad. And so we really love our Spud Studs, the guys who step and fetch on our behalf each and every year before and during the parade. They not only help build the float and hook up the generator and the sound system; they are solely responsible for getting it to the parade—no small accomplishment since this involves maneuvering a pickup truck towing a twenty-five-foot trailer bearing a fourteen-foot sweet potato down the interstate highway at three miles per hour with 250 pissed-off truckers backed up behind them for about thirty miles. The Spud Studs labor tirelessly on our behalf, literally for nothing, since most of them aren’t even married to us anymore.
We could never perform without the atmosphere of safety provided by our vigilant Sweet Potato Queens Security Staff, those dedicated men and women who walk the entire arduous route alongside our float. Armed with Nerf bats, giant loofahs, and enormous loaves of rock-hard French bread, SPQ Security makes sure that the 65,000 slobbering fans who turn out to see us each year stay respectfully behind the police barricade. The officers of the staff—Meg, Michelle, and Rhonda—are so fetching in their little uniforms, a great deal of their time is spent defending their own honor as well.
The parade lines up on State Street, one of Jackson’s main north-south thoroughfares, which you can get on and drive forever, and it will eventually take you to Chicago. We like for our float to be in about the middle of the lineup so the crowd has time to anticipate our appearance. This also puts us in position to spend a couple of hours before the parade begins looking at ourselves in the big picture windows at Lefleur’s Cadillac. We like to arrive a good while before parade time to practice dancing on the float and to get accustomed to the pitch and roll of the contrivance. The float is a single-axle trailer, and that one axle makes all the difference. The float bounces around so much that dancing on it is not unlike surfing. You’ve got to get your sea legs early on to keep from landing out amongst the hoi polloi.
When the parade begins to roll, usually one-ish in the afternoon, we move past the sea of screaming people on State Street and turn down Capitol Street, the city’s main downtown street, toward St. Andrews’ Episcopal Cathedral. This is where one of the Queen’s bosoms once leaped completely out of her costume and flung themselves at our friend Jerry McBride. Every year since, he has posted himself in the exact same spot but, alas, to no avail. Directly across the street from this seamy scene is the Governor’s Mansion (“second oldest executive residence in the country after the White House,” they say). The entire parade stops here while we work our magic on the parade judges, aka the Bucket Heads, so called because of their inexplicable fondness for wearing actual buckets on their heads. We always perform at least two dances here—one will be the theme song for that particular year, and the other is the perennial crowd favorite, “Who Wrote the Book of Love?” (Lots of pelvic thrusting in that one.) The governor himself usually comes out on his front portico to gape, and several members of the O’Tux Society will be there to curry our favor. A marching krewe (that’s Mardi Gras lingo for “crew”) of guys wearing green derbies and tuxedos with short pants, the O’Tuxers operate the flowers-for-kisses concession along the parade route. Bad boys all, at least on St. Paddy’s Day.
Postperformance, we drive slowly away, leaving them all—governor, Bucket Heads, O’Tuxers, and crowd—in a state of utter satiety, and make our way down the remaining mile or so of the parade route, ending at Hal & Mal’s for the street dance. Hal & Mal’s, a popular Jackson watering hole owned by parade daddy Malcolm White, his Sweet Potato Queen wife, Viv, and his brother Hal, is the headquarters for the parade and quite naturally the official bar and eatery of the Sweet Potato Queens. (Hal & Mal’s also has the best rest rooms in town. The men’s room, our personal favorite, is a shrine to Elvis, with tributes to Elvis from famous people written on the walls, such as Billy Graham—“I think I will see Elvis Presley in Heaven.” The urinals are made up to look like the front end of motorcycles.)
The Queens will make numerous appearances onstage with each band. We love all of the bands, of course, especially Raphael Semmes’s local group, These Days, with lead singer Jewel Bass, but we’re not shy about performing with the national acts; and Delbert McClinton is our favorite. (The greatest radio talk show guy of all time, Don Imus, loves Delbert almost as much as we do; somebody once said that Imus thinks the sun shines out of Delbert McClinton’s butt, and we certainly have no evidence to the contrary.) The bands love us, too, because we can whip the crowd into a frenzy, and musicians do love a frenzied crowd. The end of the parade always comes too soon for us. Performing onstage at the street dance provides us our much-needed additional time to revel in our Queenliness.
In this rarefied atmosphere of Queendom, a philosophy, a way of life, has developed over the years. We’ve made many observations about life from our lofty vantage point above the masses—words to live by, axioms, and even laws that have been carved in stone. Finally we have decided to share them. The Sweet Potato Queens’ Book of Love contains Everything You Need to Know About Life and Love. Life is Love. The Queens are always in love, be it with the Guy du Jour or a Hal’s shrimp po-boy. It all feels good, and that is what’s important.
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