Bigots laugh if y'all drawl
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We socially twitchy human beings tend to judge other people not only by the color of their skins but by the weird accents of their voices. 

For instance, I know a man who speaks upper crust English in the same accent as former English Prime Minister Tony Blair. But that's misleading. My friend is a man of ordinary interests no smarter than most of us. But when you hear him speak, the accent tends to make a person think the speaker has some giant brain. 

We don't often experience that accent around here. But when we hear it on television, it is often some brainy British politician, philosopher or scientist. So we tend to equate that accent with smart people, whether they are or not. 

On the other hand, President Lyndon Johnson and President George W. Bush - two men with down-home Texas accents - sound like uneducated hicks to my bigoted ear. 

Now restrain your anti-Johnson and anti-Bush wisecracks for a moment. Sounding like a hick and being one, y'all, are two different kettles of fish - or maybe two different breeds of catfish or some such colorful Texas saying. But if you're calling Lyndon and George W. stupid, then that dog won't hunt (as we never say here in linguistically bland Idaho). 

Bush the younger may have been a bit slow by comparison with other presidents but he had a deeper, stronger education than I and most other people have managed. And I risk a lot scoffing among you hyperventilating true believers on both sides of the political spectrum, when I say Lyndon Johnson and George W. Bush were not naturally stupid. Technically, they were both born with above average IQs. 

In fact, Bush is a Yale University graduate in history with an MBA from Harvard. Mind you, I won't quibble with those who say he damaged his intellectual potential with a lot of lazy partying as a young man. And you may well doubt his world judgment. But a truly stupid person can't get through those two brain breaking schools, no matter how much clout Daddy has. 

And speaking of Daddy, George Bush the elder is originally from New England, a place where the accents fall softly on the ears of people like me. To western ears, Daddy sounded like a classy, well-educated man whereas Junior, through no fault of his own, sounds like an untutored Texan. 

So did Lyndon Johnson - so much so that he was known as Colonel Cornpone. He was a well-read and deeply self-educated former classroom teacher. But he sounded like a hayseed to people outside Texas. During the Vietnam War, he would appear on television and say, "Ah come before yew with a heavy hort." He also came before us with a heavy Texas accent. 

Of course, both Bush the younger and Johnson have deliberately overworked their country accents along the campaign trail using an overdone rustic drawl when speaking to their fellow Texans. 

I don't know how I sound to a Texan, but there's no fairness in other people's perceptions of given accents. I think maybe people around here sound like Walter Cronkite, the iconic CBS anchor whose Midwestern speech pattern has been beatified by network television. 

But bigotry against pronunciation is a puzzlement. A John Kennedy may butcher standard English words (Cuba becomes Cuber and America becomes Americker) but there was something about his delivery that made him sound as bright and well-versed in world events as he probably was. And his resonant, slightly-Irish accent charmed people more than his accomplishments may deserve. 

But Kennedy's pronunciation was as far off the national norm as that of Johnson and the younger Bush. And yet Kennedy's words classed up the joint, while the two Texans caused laughter. 

Why is that? What makes an innocent Texas y'all-drawl fall so crudely on the ear while a Massachusetts pronunciation bungler like Kennedy seems so lyrical? 

I don't know. What makes a rapper boring to someone my age and an opera singer boring to someone much younger? 

What makes the dark meat of a turkey so tasty to me and white meat so tasty to you - besides your being wrong and my being right? 

Actually, we westerners aren't totally free of pronunciation glitches. I remember a Boise High School class where the teacher drilled me and other Idaho natives. He made us say over and over the sentence, "I just forget" instead of our customary "I jist firgit." 

Yes, it's true. I used to be Colonel Cornpone - back before that teacher turned me into Walter Cronkite. 

--- 

Hall is editor emeritus of the Tribune's editorial page. His e-mail address is wilberth@cableone.net. 

