C R E A T I V E R E F L E C T I O N | Heather Richie

The Garden & Gun Club

say ass. Butt seemed like a lame alternative. So I repeated that
punch line again and again. I’d fallen on my fanny. The room
was in a riot.
Fanny is Irish slang for a woman’s reproductive organ.
Craic means humor, laughter. Good company. She’s good
craic. People will tell you Southerners were called crackers
because slave foremen cracked the whip to discipline slaves,
or because pastoral yeoman of Georgia and Florida used
bullwhips with ‘‘cracker’’ tips to herd cattle. In fact, cracker
is derivative of the Gaelic. According to the New Georgia
Encyclopedia (Burrison 2002):
By the 1760s the English, both at home and in colonial America, were
applying the term to Scots-Irish settlers of the southern backcountry, as
in this passage from a letter to the earl of Dartmouth: I should explain to
your Lordship what is meant by Crackers; a name they have got from
being great boasters; they are a lawless set of rascalls [sic] on the frontiers
of Virginia, Maryland, the Carolinas, and Georgia, who often change
their places of abode.

Before the advent of branding in the cracker industry,
crackers were shipped generically in barrels to general stores.
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i was barely twenty-one the first time I went to Ireland.
I am the kind of woman you could joke shouldn’t play hard to
get, but I have had the gift of commanding a room for as long
as I can remember. The older I become, the quieter I get, but
at twenty-one I was hard-pressed to meet a stranger. My grandfather was that way. His great grandfather, or some such, immigrated from Ireland. In the American South, there was a time
people might have called our infliction the gift of the gab, but
that has sounded antiquated for as long as I have been alive.
People say good company now, or merely fun. But in Ireland,
when my ancestor was there and when I was, too, it was called
craic. The word is pronounced like the hard drug. On that first
visit, my ears marveled at the sound of hearing I was good craic.
It wasn’t the only fun I had with language on that trip. In
the pub we frequented in Kilkee, the one where I met my
boyfriend of the next few years and in fact minutes before
I met him (I merely spotted him waiting to use the restroom,
and made my sister walk with me to the next room to introduce ourselves to his friends and him, the poor guy never the
wiser), I had every man sitting at the bar slapping their knees
with laughter. I told a story, and I must have been funny.
I must have been hilarious because there they were insisting
I repeat the punch line again and again. The story ended with
me falling on my ass. Southern ladies don’t cuss, so I wouldn’t
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2: Dan Evins founded Cracker Barrel in 1969 as a mid-price
alternative to fast food chains springing up highwayside, as well as
a celebration of a historic and hillbilly South.
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1: Craic is still alive and well in the British Islands and Ireland.
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Crackers were sold by the handful, and conversations around
the cracker barrel led to the adjective we use now to describe
a folksy, if not pejorative, brand of philosopher. So that crackers gathered for good craic around the cracker barrel, and
a cracker barrel philosopher, like me, takes a crack at piecing
together the South starting with the sounds of words.
Cracker Barrel restaurants can be found in Arizona, New
Mexico, Utah, and north all the way to Maine. There is
hardly a reason, then, to try to describe exactly what it feels
like to be inside a Cracker Barrel. But for starters, there’s the
name. It is reasonable to picture a cracker, most likely a soda
cracker, a saltine, because a Ritz cracker is too specific a thing,
a name brand, with its golden tan finish and round shape that
fits in one’s mouth entirely for dissolving. No, crackers are
pasty, white, nonspecific squares. Dan Evins founded
Cracker Barrel in 1969. JFK had been dead for six years.
MLK, one year. America was a rapidly changing place, and
the American South was nuclear to that change. Yet Evins
drafted Cracker Barrel, a mid-price alternative to fast food
chains springing up highwayside, as a celebration of a historic
and hillbilly South. Antique farm implements and kitchen
tools hung on the walls. So did sepia, faux family photos.
Well, they weren’t exactly faux. They were somebody’s family.
Rocking chairs and checkerboards lined the front porch.
Evins wanted the restaurant to resemble the scenery of his
childhood, but with gas pumps. He was a Shell Oil Company
salesman, and Cracker Barrel was born with the intent of
increasing gas sales, but by the mid-seventies, restaurants
were being built without pumps. The company went public
in 1981, and pumps were phased out altogether. When I was
a kid in the eighties, there would be a waiting line, and the
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3: Many home decorators around the South hang implements
on the exterior walls of garden sheds or inside the home.
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F IG U R E 4: The effect of this kind of Southern decorating is nostalgic,
and most effective when a balance between specific sentiment and
overall aesthetic is achieved.
photograph by jeannie babb © 2015

checkerboards along with wooden-peg board games were
there for playing.
The maker of cast iron skillets, Lodge, and the manufacturers of the wooden-peg board game and the rocking chairs
available for sale at Cracker Barrel are the only companies to
have been suppliers from the restaurant’s inception. I remember the first time I met Dick Lodge, known to friends and
family as ‘‘Lil’ Dick’’ because, though not a junior, he shares
his father’s first name. ‘‘If I weren’t 6’4’’ and 220 pounds, I’d
have trouble being called Lil’ Dick,’’ he said. It was the first
thing I ever heard him say, outside Blue Chair Tavern in
Sewanee, Tennessee, this thirty-year-old overgrown kid, a kind
of Peter Pan, in a fedora and salmon slacks. He’s good craic,
and that is what Cracker Barrel sells, good Tennessee craic.
Sit for a spell in a rocking chair and play a game with a loved
one, then buy the game. And the chair. Evins conceptualized
a country store between the diner and the dining room,
a space full of old timey toys, hard candy, kitschy gifts, canned
jams and jellies. It was a brilliant commodification of a dominant Southern identity of its time, the one of a fading, fantasy, pastoral South. It did not really have a way of forecasting
its inappropriateness because it was driven for profit, and
blind to politics in that way. And it took a long time to be
perceivable as inappropriate. It’s still a multimillion-dollar
annual revenue machine, so inappropriate becomes pretty
subjective. Straight through the eighties the food was still
good and the prices moderate but high enough to imply
a working-to-middle-class quality dinner out for family. Now,
highway billboards flash $5.99 lunch specials. What began as
a step up from fast food is now priced alongside it, and that’s

reflected in the quality. I wouldn’t feed their chicken n’ dumplings to my dog.
Dan Evins died in 2012. The same year, the Cathy family
of Chick-fil-A found themselves the focus of controversy over
gay rights, but over twenty years before that, in 1991, Cracker
Barrel, in an intracorporate memo, took a much more aggressive stance of intolerance with the directive to dismiss
employees who did not display ‘‘normal heterosexual values.’’
The policy did not last long, but it is hard to unring a bell.
Where Chick-fil-A’s issues circled around funding political
groups and being in favor of ‘‘traditional’’ marriage values,
Cracker Barrel issued stripped-down fightin’ words and
attacked the livelihood of specific individuals fired per the
memo’s edict. Evins’s reasoning was that gay people made
customers in rural areas uncomfortable. I imagine Evins’s
concerns were founded in reality, but the mountains of Tennessee are only slightly less rural than the coast of western
Ireland. How do we explain progressive exceptions to the
population in rural communities?
About boyfriends, the Irish one had all the definition of
The Thinker. He could be equally compelling as a conversationalist, a walking incarnation of masculinity. There was no
sign of good craic. Pushing thirty, he had zero percent body
fat. No part of the man was soft. I was safe in the throes of
‘‘normal heterosexual values.’’ Today, I am a decade older,
but my boyfriend now, and if I have the luck of the Irish my
last, is somehow also thirty and more comparable to Rodin
himself. A fan of wrestlers, he is built like one. He towers,
a giant in form and fashion. Southern salmon khakis, fedora
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F IG U R E 5: The checkerboards on the front porch of Cracker Barrel
were often crowded in the 1980s. However, once a party was seated,
both children and adults were occupied by the peg game before and
after the food arrived.

hats. Ever the man, he is soft and wears pink. Salmon is pink.
He is as good a talker as any woman I ever met. It is an
oversimplification to associate affluence and progress, but it’s
tempting.
There is such a thing as thinking too much, and a lot of
intolerance might come from thinking too much about what
makes someone else happy. This is where one might launch
into allowing children to be children, raising your kids to
play outside as long as it’s not raining. Less media, more
fireflies. I don’t think that sentiment is limited to the American South, but our imaginations might have found an convenient cul-de-sac in the Southern pastoral. Anywhere, there
is no such thing as ‘‘normal heterosexual values’’ any more
than we can define ‘‘traditional’’ marriage as being between
what you and I both call a man and a woman. What there is
includes intimacy and privacy, and the good fences that
make good neighbors. That is the proper legacy of Southern
culture, and of all propriety.
Evins’s homophobia was more than a discomfort with the
spectrum of human sexuality, but an attempt to police
employees. There are people throughout the US who think
they should be entitled to limit employment by their company to whom they choose and based on their personal
values. Our cultural climate, if not the climate in our homes,
seemed more excusable than homophobia, a cousin of passivity and of ignorance because no one was knocking on our
doors. We listened to those people, and made active choices.
We did want Girl Scout cookies. We did not want a vacuum
cleaner, and it was okay to be a little rude lest they start
talking. We were not going to church with the Jehovah’s
Witnesses, but it was not okay to be rude. We listened as long
as they lasted, took a pamphlet, and gently shut the door. As
John Howard writes in Men Like That, gay life and small
town life were never inherently in discord. Small communities were often the safe hometowns of native gay Southerners.
Where Southern culture has failed has been in its Victorian
codifications of natural behaviors. Southerners still frown
upon gossip. What is gossip if not the disclosure of another’s
sexual behavior? The problem with condemning the rural
and the South along with men like Evins is that at some point,
everyone in the city or their ancestors came from somewhere
smaller, if only the same city when it was smaller. The problem with Cracker Barrel is that it was contrived to look like
somebody’s house, but for all the Southern homes that look
like what Dan Evins remembers from his youth, and truth be
told my own parents’ home looks vaguely like a Cracker Barrel, our pastoral antiques do not indicate a bigotry-induced
violence. Neither the Southern legacy nor the Christian one
need relate to the legacies of one man from Tennessee who
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commodified his cultural aesthetic, nor even a fast food
chicken restaurant. At least Chick-fil-A has never made a dollar on a Sunday, and the food has remained consistent. They
lead the industry offering antibiotic-free chicken, and now
McDonald’s is following suit.
I would like to imagine I live in an American South where
a gay person enjoys the benefits of employment and brings his
husband to the holiday party where a lot of people there are
celebrating Christmas. I actually thought that was the South
we live in. In Charleston, South Carolina, during the seventies, there was a disco called the Garden & Gun Club. The
men I sail with in Charleston, the most heterosexual men
I know (by that, I mean they never stop hitting on me), are
in fact kind of omnisexual. If they stared at a whisky tumbler
long enough I swear they’d screw it. Many of them are native
Charlestonians, and they can tell you where the Garden &
Gun Club once stood. A hotel is in its place now. In the
seventies, they’ll tell you, everybody knew the Garden & Gun
Club was a gay club, but it was more than that. It was a place
where everybody went. It was good craic.
Sometimes oppressive narratives are simply more popular.
People like the struggle of the underdog. And in fact, the
South is a place where the flesh of enslaved men and women
cracked under whips. It is hard to imagine suffering paramount to that, but the harm done and underlying fear of
being condemned for one’s sexuality, whether physically or
by the stripping of one’s livelihood, comes close. People are
quick to assume Garden & Gun magazine is called that to
conjure these two normative heterosexual symbols as
emblematic of the South. They are right, but there is more
to the story, and it escapes stereotype.
There is a cognitive leap between the rhetoric of ‘‘traditional’’ marriage and not wanting to discuss the intricacies of
how your neighbors make love, and summarily dismissing
employees and attempting to define normal heterosexuality
in a spectrum of biological reality. But underneath the rhetoric is the same sentiment, and you can find it across cultures
and in cities as well as the countryside. Even on the pastoral
coast of Ireland. In Politics II, Aristotle wrote that as beautiful
as Celtic women were, Celtic men of antiquity preferred to
sleep with each other.
Georgia, Tennessee, Kentucky, and Ireland all decriminalized sodomy in the same decade and within decades of surrounding territories. The same decade, US federal law
imposed the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA). Hawaii,
Massachusetts, Illinois, and California were the only states
to vote entirely against the act in 1996. Oregon, New York,
Nebraska, and Wisconsin were divided. Every other US state
passed the act. I was sixteen years old. You couldn’t have told

6: The presence of a story marks the difference between the
buck mounted above the fireplace in my family’s poolroom and the
deer heads found in Cracker Barrel locations, where taxidermy is
purchased wholesale.
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me what I would find attractive coming of age. I only knew
I adored my boyfriends, my friends, and how they made me
feel. Where the South has fallen behind is in legalizing samesex marriage licenses since 2013, but we are catching up and
the gap is historically nominal. Charleston County issued the
state’s first same-sex marriage license in November of 2014.
The Alabama Supreme Court ordered probate judges in the
state to stop issuing licenses for same-sex marriages in March
2015. Maybe we were hung up on defining what a wedding is
if not a ceremonial ritual. The OED, yet not the Oxford
Dictionaries Online (ODO), does not even limit quantity of
persons in a state of marriage, much less gender. The OED
reads, ‘‘The condition of being a husband or wife; the relation
between persons married to each other; matrimony.’’ This
distinction matters because it’s the ODO you read the articles
about, the one in flux, annually adding new words like twerk
and selfie. The ODO speaks to contemporary usages, tells us
marriage is political, formal, and usually between two gendered parties. The OED tells us how a the meaning of a word
has changed over centuries of time. There, marriage remains
a person’s state of being, a relationship.
It is only US federal law that attempted to define marriage
as between a man and a woman. After 220 years of leaving
states’ rights to themselves, DOMA was enacted by a Democrat and Section 3 was overturned by a Democrat in under
twenty years. Sometimes the most traditional paradigms are
the most inclusive. I know how base this all sounds, but as
a contemporary Southerner raised in a nearly post-religious
era and culturally tolerant practically by virtue of birth, it is

REFERENCE: Burrison, John A. 2002. ‘‘Crackers.’’ In New Georgia Encyclopedia. http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/arts-culture/crackers.
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Daily Currant’s fun is in the fact a lot of readers don’t even
realize the website is satirical. When we celebrate the day that
all of the American Southern states issue couples same-sex
marriage licenses, we are still going to have to address most
of the world’s exaltation of monogamy. Nathalie Dupree was
the person who first told me food is power, and she said,
‘‘Remember, Heather. Food is power.’’ For as long as I can
remember, and in the South that means for as long as my
parents can remember and their parents can remember,
women and wives have had a place at the table and lead in
the gentle activism found in food. It helps to be good craic.
There was a time when I thought I might thank, on my
wedding day, every old boyfriend who’d ever dumped me the
same way acceptance speeches sometimes include appreciation for those who placed obstacles along the way. As for Dan
Evins, I never met him. I don’t know if he was good craic or
the kind of man I’d rather avoid conversationally, but I am
sure his family loved him, and I know the support offered to
the Cathy family of Chick-fil-A. Grace is as old as the South
itself, and in the end I am thankful for men like Evins and
Cathy for exercising the American right to get it wrong. It is
that kind of pushback that makes our country what it is, and
why we started the Democratic Party in the first place. As the
South pulls up the rear on one round of a long history, I’m
reminded that marrying the right person is not the same as
giving an acceptance speech, and the most progressive South is
one that cares enough to ever-evolve, blind to the judgment of
finish times. The next time you find yourself in a themed chain
restaurant, take a look around. If the walls suggest you ought to
feel like you are in someone’s house, ask yourself whose.
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not unprogressive for a region to be nearly ubiquitous in
belief. Nothing new is under the sun, and territories of Western civilization are adapting within decades of each other.
Few of us, after all, are polygamists, and it is ubiquitously
illegal. In the 220 years before the South voted right along
with the vast majority of the United States to attempt to federally define marriage, the South was unexceptional. But in
May 2014, the Daily Currant, an online satirical newspaper,
ran a fictitious article about a Stanford University study linking homosexuality to eating grits. The article quips, ‘‘Grits
have the highest homotonin levels. It’s off the charts. . . . However, foods like sweet tea, biscuits, chicken-fried steak, and
cornbread also have very significant amounts’’; it concludes
with this: ‘‘A representative of Cracker Barrel, a Southern
restaurant chain, says that orders for grits have dropped almost
40 percent since the study was released.’’
Progressive Christian Southerners can weather the joke.
We can weather terms like cracker and Honey Boo Boo and
T-shirts that declare the wearer May Not Be From The South,
But Got Here As Fast As [They] Could. We can tolerate the
pornification of the Mason jar. It is asking too much to
declare us intolerant for being merely Christian, in the
instances in which we are. It is hard to distinguish the Cathys
from Dan Evins, except in this sentiment. The Daily Currant’s motto quotes Juvenal, a Roman poet writing about two
hundred years after the death of Christ: cauta est et ab illis
incipit uxor answers the question ‘‘Who watches the watchers?’’ It translates: ‘‘The wife plans ahead and begins with
them’’ and, in its original context, dealt with the issue of
infidelity. Behind closed doors, healthy relationships are safe
as houses. Whether or not I like it, Cracker Barrel’s founder
had a right to borrow $40,000 and build a restaurant that
looked like my house, but it wasn’t my house. Half of the

