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	Georgia's Burgeoning Redneck Games Feature Such Events As The Mud-Pit Fop And Armpit Musical Performances. Participants See The Games As A Way To Help Keep The South From Losing Its Identity. Not Everyone Is Amused.

By Dahleen Glanton

East Dublin, Ga. -- Every year, thousands of people converge on this small town on the banks of the muddy Oconee River to pay homage to a stereotype: the Southern redneck.

Without a trace of self-consciousness, participants perform obnoxious music with their armpits, bob for raw pig's feet in a plastic tub and flop, shirtless, into a pit of red clay mud.

Folks in this central Georgia town call it the annual Redneck Games. But the event that started six years ago as a spoof of the 1996 Atlanta Olympics has become as much a commentary on evolving Southern culture as it is a celebration. It is an example of how many whites, fearing that the South is losing its identity, are attempting to rejuvenate some Southern stereotypes by putting a positive spin on them.

Despite a movement in the past decade toward political correctness that has forced the region to give up many racially insensitive traditions, the Redneck Games have thrived, growing from 500 attendees in 1996 to more than 10,000 at this year's event on Saturday. According to local officials, the games raise $15,000 for charity and pour more than $200,000 into the Laurens County economy.

`Able to laugh at ourselves'

"The fact that it is not politically correct has made the event popular," said Mac Davis, general manager of WQZY-FM, the country music radio station that sponsors the games. "The great thing about being Southern is that we have a sense of humor and are able to laugh at ourselves.

"The people in this area understand what we are doing and they know it is tongue in cheek. It is not our intention to hurt anyone's feelings or offend anyone. It's just good family fun."

Throughout the South, similar events heralding the redneck, once a derogatory stereotype, are gaining widespread followings and acceptance.

The trend began more than 20 years ago with the largest such gathering, the Spitoono festival in Clemson, S.C., a spoof of the upscale Spoleto performing arts festival in Charleston.

Comedian Jeff Foxworthy, a suburban Atlanta native, helped to bring working-class humor to the mainstream with his popular "you might be a redneck" jokes. Other events, such as the annual moonshiner's reunion in South Carolina, and a proliferation of redneck-related Web sites and books also have contributed to the growing popularity.

"For more than a century, the term `redneck' suggested the kind of white males who ... ripped around in their jacked-up, gun-racked pickups, dipping snuff and flinging their empties out the windows," said James Cobb, a history professor at the University of Georgia. "Those images today are pretty much gone. And whereas white Southerners really bristled at being called a redneck a generation ago, now it has become almost a romantic countercultural lifestyle that sets them apart from other Americans."

Through marketing for the games and information on Web sites, the stereotype of some poor whites as volatile and menacing has been de-emphasized and replaced by a more gentile persona: the lovable, sometimes foolhardy but usually harmless good old boy, Cobb said.

Some officials chagrined

The East Dublin games, where the Confederate flag is displayed prominently on shirts, bandannas and tattoos, have been criticized by some members of the Chamber of Commerce and the City Council in the larger town of Dublin, the county seat located across the river.

Some officials are displeased that Dublin was given the title "Redneck Capital of the World" a few years ago on the game show "Jeopardy" and would like to focus attention on the finer things the area has to offer, such as museums and the official St. Patrick's Day festival. While the East Dublin Lions Club assists in the games, there is no official city involvement.

"The chamber is not thrilled, and some people feel it would be a lot funnier if it were held someplace else. But it is here, and a lot of folks do like it," said state Rep. Dubose Porter, who stopped by the games with his wife and sons. "This is one of the most progressive areas in the state. We attract lots of business here. This is just a sideshow."

According to East Dublin Mayor George Gornto, a Lions Club member who stood in the blazing sun collecting parking fees, most who attend the games don't identify themselves as rednecks. They turn out for the fun, the fried alligator on a stick and the fireworks at the end of the day.

"Many people like it because the events are so outrageous," said Gornto, adding that he is pleased that the publicity has brought attention to the town of 2,500 people. "About 5 percent are bona fide, 100 percent rednecks and 20 percent are weekend rednecks who put on a coat and tie Monday through Friday and on Saturday and Sunday throw on their camouflages and hop in their pickup with the dog and go fishing."

`Nothing I love better'

Big Papa Plump, a.k.a. Robert Kilgore, 39, insists he is a real redneck, though he jumped in the mud pit wearing a Tommy Hilfiger designer T-shirt with "redneck life" scribbled on the front with a black marker. At 340 pounds, he was a favorite to win the belly flop, but didn't.

"There's nothing I love better than rednecking and getting dirty," said Kilgore, who lives in nearby Tennille and hangs vinyl siding for a living. "To me, rednecking is just getting together and hanging with friends and being as rowdy as hell."

Hope Paul, the sole female participant in the mud-pit competition, said she attends every year because it allows people of like mind to get together.

"For me, rednecking is about fear of God and country and love of God and country. It's just good, clean fun," Paul, 42, a waitress, said after rinsing her mud-caked body off in the lake.

While many look forward to the event, which is attended only by whites, some blacks, who make up about a third of the area's population, said they prefer to stay far away.

"It's a white folks' event. It's not for us," said Lenwood Porter, a manager at Popeye's restaurant in East Dublin. "Rednecks haven't changed; it's still negative. This is redneck country and this gives them the chance to be open about it."


