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About the Book

Rick Bragg's All Over but the Shoutin' is a haunting memoir about growing up dirt-poor in the deep South, and about 

struggling to leave the past behind while still deeply tied to it through bonds of love and responsibility.

Rick Bragg was born in the pinewoods of Alabama to a mean-tempered, hard-drinking father and a strong-willed, loving 

mother, who struggled to protect her sons from the effects of poverty and ignorance that had constricted her own life. 

After years of abusing his wife and children, Charles Bragg abandoned the family when Rick was six. Margaret Bragg 

moved her three sons into her parents' house, going eighteen years without a new dress so that her children could have 

school clothes and working in the cotton fields so that they wouldn't have to live on welfare alone. Brash and wild like 

his father, Rick graduated from high school, seemingly destined for either the cotton mills or the penitentiary. Instead, he 

signed up for a journalism class at a nearby college and before long was offered a job as a sportswriter for the local 

paper. From there, he moved from small papers in northeast Alabama to The St. Petersburg Times and eventually 

became a Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter for The New York Times.

All Over but the Shoutin' is the moving account of one man's determination to rewrite his family history and to carve 

out a life for himself based on the strength of his mother's encouragement and belief. Written with refreshing honesty 

and marvelous humor, it paints an unforgettable picture of the love and suffering that lie at the heart of every family.

Discussion Guide

1. Why does Bragg begin his memoir with the image of redbirds fighting? Why do you think he includes the story of a 

bird attacking its own image in the mirror?

2. In the prologue, Bragg claims several times that "this is not an important book." Does he convince us that in fact it is 

important? If so, how? Why does he feel that he "cannot take the chance of squandering the knowledge and the stories 
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that [my mother] and my people hold inside them" [p. xvi]?

3. Bragg describes a memory of himself on a gunny sack that his mother is pulling through a cotton field as she works; at 

three, he "rides the back of the six-foot-long sack like a magic carpet" [p. 23]. How does this particular image sum up his 

mother's love for him? Is his mother's devotion to her sons' welfare out of the ordinary?

4. Does Bragg regret his inability to forgive his dying father? Would reconciliation have alleviated Bragg's need to 

compensate his mother for his father's failures? What is the significance of the gift of books by an illiterate father to his 

clever son?

5. Although many aspects of his family's life were ruled by poverty, Bragg was immersed in the traditions of the 

pinewoods, where self-reliant people were adept at music, building, and handcrafts, where "likker and religion flowed 

together" [p. 34]. Are certain elements of the life he describes enviable? Do you get the impression that his memories of 

childhood are colored by nostalgia? To what extent do you think nostalgia plays a role in the memories and experiences 

of everyone?

6. While many African-Americans--from Frederick Douglas to Maya Angelou--have given us their stories of growing up 

poor and black, the segment of society disparagingly called "poor white trash" has produced relatively few writers. Does 

this book change your view of the large segment of whites who live in rural poverty?

7. Although Bragg sees his background as a handicap in his profession, the unmistakably Southern way he uses the 

English language can be part of the appeal of his writing. One editor warned him about exploiting his gift to produce 

"too many pretty lines" [p. 228]. Do you agree that this is a danger for Bragg? What do you notice about his style, 

imagery, humor, and approach to news stories that is distinctive?

8. Did luck make the difference between Rick Bragg's life and the lives of his two brothers? Or do their different choices 

have more to do with temperament and character than with the hazards of fortune? Do you see Rick Bragg as a man who 

is more determined and driven than he admits? Why does he insist on attributing his success to luck?

9. Race relations, as Bragg shows, are complicated for poor whites in the South. What do you learn from the story of the 

black family down the road bringing food to Rick's mother? From his family's devotion to the demagogue George 

Wallace? From his work in Haiti?

10. Why is Bragg particularly drawn to stories about "living and dying and the trembling membrane in between" [p. 

139]? Why is he so good at writing about violence and tragedy? What is it about journalism that most disturbs him?

11. Has Bragg's attempt to compensate for his mother's unhappy life contributed to his inability to settle down with 

someone? Is his avoidance of intimacy a legacy from his father or is it simply the syndrome of a successful and driven 

man who doesn't have time to attend to the emotional side of life?

12. Despite the revolution in American life that was brought about by the women's movement, the culture of the South is 

well known for its lingering devotion to ideals of chivalry. Does Rick Bragg raise his mother onto a pedestal? Does he 

risk turning her into a passive heroine who depends upon his help?



13. What, if any, are the definitive class barriers in our society? Does having been born poor mean that a person will 

always feel inferior to those who weren't? Do financial or professional achievements raise a person's "class" level? Is 

Bragg justified in his resentment of those who seem sophisticated or "elite" to him--the wealthy people of the South or 

people he meets at Harvard and at The New York Times?

14. Bragg's response to the Susan Smith case is particularly interesting. What does he identify with in her? Why is he so 

scornful of her?

15. What aspect of Bragg's youth was most damaging to his sense of himself? Is it possible for him to "belong" 

anywhere? Can winning the Pulitzer Prize make him an insider in the profession of journalism? Is the rootless life of a 

journalist appropriate for him?

16. With his urgent desire to make up his mother's losses, Bragg struggles between his impulse to "rewrite history so late 

in the volume of our lives" [p. 272] and the more realistic, if discouraging, realization that "you can't fix everything" [p. 

312]. Is he sacrificing himself for his mother? Or is he what he does more for his own sake than hers?

17. Why does Bragg address one of the final chapters of his book to his father? How accurate is he in saying to his 

father, "I am just like you" [p. 318]? What has he learned in the process of writing this memoir? Why is his honesty so 

moving?

Author Bio

About Rick Bragg: In His Own Words

My Grandfather on my daddy's side and my grandma on my momma's side used to try and cuss their miseries away. 

They could out-cuss any damn body I have ever seen. I am only an amateur cusser at best, but I inherited other things 

from these people who grew up on the ridges and deep in the hollows of northeastern Alabama, the foothills of the 

Appalachians. They taught me, on a thousand front porch nights, as a million jugs passed from hand to hand, how to tell 

a story.

I make my living at it now, as a national correspondent for The New York Times>, based in my native South (Atlanta). It 

was my dream to do this someday, but some things even I was afraid to dream.

In 1996, I was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for feature writing, for what the judges called "elegantly written stories on 

contemporary America." They included stories on the country sheriff who caught Susan Smith, an Alabama prison 

where old inmates go to die, a Mississippi washerwoman who became a national hero, and the nightmare bombing of the 

federal building in Oklahoma City. I also won the prestigious American Society of Newspaper Editor's Distinguished 

Writing Award, for the second time. I have won more than 40 journalism awards, including several awards that might 

have actually helped people.

But the best thing that happened to me in 1996 was the contract for this book, which allowed me to keep a promise I had 

made to my mother--a woman who picked cotton, scrubbed floors and took in washing and ironing--who went 18 years 



without a new dress so I could have school clothes.

With the advance from this book, I bought her a house, the first house she ever owned.

I teach writing at the Poynter Institute for media studies, at National Writers Workshops around the country. I taught 

some workshops at Harvard, and several newspapers have asked me to do in-house writing workshops, including The 

Times.

My stories are included in several "best of" collections of newspaper writing. I have written for the New York Times 

Sunday Magazine, and others.

For good or bad, I am kind of unusual for a Times man. I have been at The Times for just three years, for the first six 

months on Metro in New York, writing about the homeless, violence, welfare hotels, other miseries, then covered Haiti 

for more than two months during the worst of the killing there in the late summer and the fall of 1994. I came home to 

find that I had been promoted to the national desk. They sent me home, almost, to Atlanta.

Before The Times, I worked briefly at The Los Angeles Times, a failed experiment, and before that as a roving national 

correspondent for the St. Petersburg Times.

In 1992-93, I was a Nieman Fellow at Harvard University, the only real college I ever had. I think I was filling their 

white trash quota. I went just six months to Jacksonville State University, in Alabama, in the 1970s.

Before the Nieman, I was the St. Petersburg Times Miami Bureau Chief, covering south Florida, Haiti, the outbreak of 

the Gulf War, and other balmy places. Before Florida, I was a reporter in my native Alabama, at The Birmingham News, 

Anniston Star, Talladega Daily Home and Jacksonville News. I wrote about cockfights, speed trap towns, serial killers, 

George Wallace, Bear Bryant, and Richard Petty.

I was born in a small town hospital in northeastern Alabama on July 26, 1959. My momma went into labor about three-

quarters of the way through the "Ten Commandments," which was showing at the Midway Drive-In. I am not making 

this up. I think it's in Chapter Four.

Since then, I have lived in Jacksonville, Anniston and Birmingham, all in Alabama, in Clearwater, Bradenton, Miami 

and St. Petersburg, in Florida, and Cambridge, Massachusetts, Los Angeles, the corner of 110th and Broadway, New 

York City, and now Atlanta. I spend at least a quarter of the year in New Orleans, for The Times.

I am seldom at home. I am not married. If I had a dog, it would starve.
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