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ABSTRACT 
 
 Since the Black Lives Matter movement went mainstream in the summer of 2020, the 

United States has been forced to reckon with its history of white supremacy and the Lost Cause 

ideology that fuels it. The Azalea Trail Maids are an elite group of high school girls from Mobile 

County, Alabama who don antebellum-inspired dresses to perform their duties as the city’s 

official hostesses. This thesis explores the intersecting tensions of gender, race, region, and class 

that the girls must navigate in order to perform their duties as they serve as role models for 

Mobile’s young women and girls. My research question is, how do the Azalea Trail Maids 

communicate ideals of Southern femininity? I investigate this question through two rhetorical 

case studies, exploring the organization’s fundraising calendar and its internal rule book for 

members, and through one qualitative case study featuring individual semi-structured interviews 

of former Trail Maids.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Disney’s Magic Kingdom in Orlando, Florida is renowned for hosting multiple parades 

down its famed “Main Street USA” each year. These parades range from the daily celebrations, 

like the Electric Light Parade, to holiday specials such as Mickey Mouse’s “Boo-to-You” 

Halloween Parade and the Very Merry Christmas Parade. Students from around the country are 

proud to march with their high school bands and color guards in these parades, and for the past 

41 years, Disney World has hosted a unique group of high school girls to march in its annual 

Easter Parade (Bullard, 2019). The Azalea Trail Maids of Mobile, Alabama have become one of 

the main attractions for this yearly spectacle, marching in a place of honor at the front of the 

parade just behind Mr. and Mrs. Easter Bunny. But who are these women, and how has this 

organization become so iconic that even Daisy Duck dons a Trail Maid costume for the Easter 

parade? 

The Azalea Trail Maids consist of fifty female high school seniors from Mobile who 

represent the city as “Official Ambassadors” and attend many of the city’s important events, 

most notably the city’s yearly Azalea Trail Festival (Azalea Trail Maids). The Azalea Trail was 

created in the 1920s to promote city tourism, and in 1949, a “court” composed of local high 

school senior girls1 opened Mobile’s yearly festival for the first time. Today, the group is most 

recognizable for its signature costume, a brightly colored antebellum-style dress with ruffles  

 
1 Throughout this paper, I will refer to current Trail Maids as “girls” to impress the fact that they 
are minors. Former Trail Maids will be referred to as “women” to differentiate the two age 
groups. 
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Members are also known for “representing the finest in Southern charm and hospitality” (Azalea 

Trail Maids, n.d.) as they carry out their duties for the entirety of their senior year.  

The main difference between the Trail Maids and other Alabama groups who dress in the 

costume of an antebellum plantation mistress is that their selection process is based on academic 

achievement and community service. In other Alabama cities, such as Birmingham and Fairhope, 

high school girls whose families can pay the fees associated with membership can join similar 

organizations, which have little other selection criteria. These groups are more debutante 

presentations than civic organizations, although both the Trail Maids and their competitors stress 

the importance of volunteerism. In contrast, the Azalea Trail Maids pride themselves on the rigor 

of their membership procedures; hundreds of junior girls go through a dual interview process 

each year, where “the girls must answer questions about Mobile and Alabama history, and 

national, state and local current events” (Pickett, 2009). Then three judges from outside Mobile 

assess the girls on their interviews, and “only those with impressive resumes get the honor” 

(Feingold, 2019), such as high achievers with stellar grades and leaders in extracurricular 

activities. Some girls even take classes specially designed to prepare them for this extensive 

selection process, and those who are chosen pay dressmakers thousands of dollars to create their 

custom costumes. While the organization does not overtly discriminate against people of lower 

socioeconomic status, and girls who are chosen sometimes fundraise or get jobs to pay for their 

costumes, initiation is a costly undertaking (Feingold, 2019). The process is certainly 

challenging, but becoming an Azalea Trail Maid is considered a prestigious honor which is 

linked to both achievement and social status in Mobile. Many girls from South Alabama dream 
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of joining their ranks in order to prove their mettle as accomplished students and civic leaders 

while still conforming to the gender-normative image of the hospitable Southern woman.  

Despite the images of plantations and slavery conjured by the group’s Old South-inspired 

costumes and practices, the Azalea Trail Maids have been integrated for decades. According to 

an interview with Mobile-born photographer Adair Rutledge, “there are no official records of 

when the first black girl was part of the Azalea Trail Maids, but from conversations [Rutledge 

has] had with older generations and looking at photos, she guesses it was around the 1970s” 

(Feingold, 2019). Despite being integrated for about fifty years, the organization has been 

criticized many times for its perceived lack of racial sensitivity. When the Trail Maids faced 

controversy ahead of their participation in President Barack Obama’s 2009 inauguration parade, 

Mobile County commissioners put out a statement saying that the girls “‘do not represent the 

Confederacy or antebellum times but reflect the beauty of Mobile and its 300-plus years of 

fascinating history’” (Pickett, 2009). One former Trail Maid said that the dress itself is simply a 

city tradition, not a symbol of Mobile’s history of slavery (Pickett, 2009).  

However, disentangling the group’s verbal and visual rhetoric from the region’s history of 

racial oppression is easier said than done. Just five miles north of downtown Mobile lies the 

wreckage of the ship which brought the last cargo of enslaved Africans to the United States, the 

Clotilda (Bourne, 2019). These people arrived in 1860, decades after the transatlantic slave trade 

was outlawed, and the white slave-ownder who commissioned the voyage later “ordered the 

Clotilda taken upstream, burned and sunk to conceal the evidence of their illegal activity” 

(Keyes, 2019). Many of these slaves were photographed, interviewed, and even filmed before 

their deaths in the early 1900s, and their descendants formed the Africatown community on the 

outskirts of Mobile (Bourne, 2019). The story of the Clotilda is just one example of the horrors 
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of slavery which occurred in and around Mobile, which housed a bustling slave market until the 

end of the Civil War (The Slave Market in Mobile, Alabama). The fact of the matter remains that 

the Trail Maids’ dress is inspired by the attire of white Antebellum slaveholders, and the fifty-

pound dresses have been described as “restrictive both literally and figuratively'' (Rutledge, 

2019). The “Southern hospitality” that these young girls perform is inherently tied to the 

romanticized history of the aristocratic planter class. Black people held as property were forced 

to do the actual labor tied to hospitality, making it then possible for southern planters to 

entertain. As Alderman and Modlin (2013) explain, “Southern hospitality from and for whites 

was in large part achieved by being inhospitable and inhumane to African Americans'' (p. 12).  

The Black Lives Matter movement and the graphic murder of George Floyd have forced 

many organizations to reexamine their connection to racism, and in some cases this has brought 

changes to how brands are represented. The Whitney Plantation in Louisiana (Poitevien, 2021) 

and McLeod Plantation in South Carolina (Enelow-Snyder, 2021) have centered African 

American experiences before and after the Civil War in their tours for several years. While they 

remained in the minority for their industry, other plantations have recently examined their own 

roles in propagating a racist ideology, with some putting up “Black Lives Matter” banners on 

their websites and others committing to researching Black experiences and changing the focus of 

their tours (Miles, 2021). The Azalea Trail Maids have remained largely unscathed during this 

national reckoning, but other comparable organizations featuring young girls wearing 

Antebellum inspired outfits have faced intense scrutiny, including the Birmingham Belles 

(Brown, 2020).  

Furthermore, while the organization takes pride in choosing the best and brightest students, 

these high-achievers arguably assume many of the traditional problematic gender roles of the 
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pre-Civil War Southern Belle to perform their duties. When the girls are at events, they 

“generally don’t speak, except to answer simple questions about the history of Mobile. Their 

primary job is to smile and wave” (Rutledge, 2019). The outfits they wear are historically linked 

to a particularly repressive time and culture in which women had little agency, and the way they 

are encouraged to fulfill their duties, quietly and with a smile, reinforces patriarchal ideas of 

Southern femininity (Wolfe, 1995).  Slavery and strict gender roles prevented most women in the 

1800s from reaching the academic and civic goals which modern Trail Maids achieve. Silencing 

these empowered and intelligent girls sends a troublingly antiquated message to the community, 

especially to the children who admire the Trail Maids and may aspire to become one. 

This tradition of feminine hospitality is an important part of Mobile’s history and culture, 

and the purpose of my thesis is to investigate how the members of the Azalea Trail Maids make 

sense of their roles and intersecting identities, including regional identity, gender, and race, 

especially with intensified clashes taking place over the lingering presence of racism in the U.S. 

In recent years, a remarkable number of Confederate monuments have been removed across the 

country (Green, 2020), but not all manifestations of racism are made of stone. Asking these 

questions and listening to these girls’ diverse voices will create more nuance in the public 

discussion of Antebellum memory in America at a time when we as citizens are more interested 

than ever in issues of race and gender. This multiple-methods study will investigate these issues 

both rhetorically and qualitatively in order to achieve an understanding of the Trail Maids’ 

experiences from a variety of critical angles. Ideological criticism of the Trail Maid’s public 

calendar and their rulebook will unveil both how the traditional ideal of the Southern belle has 

evolved to encompass today’s expectations for young women and, perhaps more importantly, 

how it has stayed the same to perpetuate an ideal of who the Southern woman is and how she 
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should behave. I will also incorporate qualitative data collected from semi-structured individual 

interviews with former Azalea Trail Maids. Therefore, my research question for this study is, 

how do the Azalea Trail Maids communicate ideals of Southern femininity? 

In Chapter Two, I explore the academic literature of Southern womanhood and detail my 

methodological approach. I begin by explaining constitutive rhetoric and public memory as the 

theoretical basis for my rhetorical case studies before discussing how these theories played out in 

the South with the Lost Cause myth, how Southern women played a role in spreading it, and one 

of the Lost Cause’s quintessential characters, the Southern belle. I then discuss how this ideal 

plays out today and explain the theoretical basis for my qualitative case study, the 

Communication Theory of Identity. I conclude this chapter with a discussion of my rhetorical 

and qualitative methods.  

In Chapter Three, I conduct a visual ideological analysis of a calendar sold by the Azalea 

Trail Maids organization, which features photographs of members in various locations around 

Mobile. Much of their power in the community comes from their alluring visual rhetoric, 

especially their dresses, leading some small children to compare the Trail Maids to real-life 

princesses. I believe my analysis will show that the idealized Southern womanhood promoted by 

the UDC and other ladies’ memorial associations is alive and propagated by the Trail Maids, and 

along with the women’s attire, I focus on posing and placement of the girls, location choices, and 

the advertisements purchased by adults in the community in support of the Trail Maids.  

In Chapter Four, I discuss my second ideological analysis of the Azalea Trail Maids’ 

“rulebook,” a document provided to me in the course of this research which is given to all new 

members of the organization. It outlines how members are to behave, both when carrying out 

their duties and in their private lives, and will provide insight into the organization’s ideology 
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with regard to gender expectations. Many rules that outsiders would assume go without saying 

are laid bare in this document, from codes of conduct surrounding modesty to what the girls 

should and should not post on social media to the high level of personal responsibility the Trail 

Maids take on as they carry out their duties.  

Chapter Five analyzes the individual interviews with former Azalea Trail Maids. These 

discussions give insight into what being a Trail Maid is actually like and reveal the feelings that 

former members associate with the organization today. I learned that former members associate 

the Trail Maids with idealized Southern femininity and themselves play a critical role in keeping 

the institution alive. I discovered personal-enacted identity gaps when the girls’ self-image is 

compared with the Mobile community’s ideal of womanhood which these former members had 

to live up to during their tenure as Azalea Trail Maids and with regard to the racialized 

messaging of the Trail Maid dresses.  

Chapter Six concludes the study and addresses the implications of my analyses, 

addressing such questions as what makes a Southern woman and who is included and excluded 

in that definition today. I also discuss future questions that could be answered with further 

research.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW & METHODS 

 The topic of Southern identities has been widely explored by historians and sociologists, 

especially from the late 1990s to today. Southern historians have discussed the Civil War-era 

roots of white Southern identity (Cobb, 2007), how separate identities formed for Black and 

white Southerners (Johnson, 2000), the huge variety of Southern identities that emerged from 

smaller communities across the region (Nash & Stewart, 2019), and cultural stereotypes of 

Southerners, especially derogatory ones (Wallace-Sanders, 2010). Similarly, sociologists have 

conducted empirical research on how different identities, such as being both Southern and 

American, overlap (Cooper & Knotts, 2013) and measuring Southerner’s patriotism for their 

home region (Ouyang et al., 2020). Even music scholars have recently begun looking at the work 

of specific musicians in building Southern identity, including The Drive-By Truckers (Harriss, 

2019) and Alan Jackson (Nemchuk & Bakos, 2019). In total, this research attempts to understand 

what Southern identities exist and how they affect the way Southerners think of themselves. 

 In relation to the vast amount of research done in other scholarly fields, the rhetoric and 

communication scholarship has been less voluminous but equally insightful. Some have looked 

at how the South is depicted in mass media (Bronstein, 2016; Medhurst, 2020). Others have 

explored public memory in the South as articulated in public spaces, monuments, and material 

rhetoric (Reingold & Wike, 1998; Vail, 2012; de Velasco, 2019). Scholars have even studied 

what traditional Southern food communicates and how it plays a role in identity formation 

(Atkins-Sayre & Stokes, 2014; Medhurst, 2020). The majority used rhetorical methods to study 
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these topics in order to emphasize the messages constituting Southern identity found in a variety 

of artifacts (Atkins-Sayre & Stokes, 2014; Medhurst, 2020; Vail, 2012; de Velasco, 2019). 

Qualitative communication scholars are also beginning to explore topics of Southern identity; for 

example, Patricia Davis used qualitative methods to investigate the Female Reenactors of 

Distinction, an organization where African American women dress in antebellum period costume 

and “educate the public about the role of black women as anti-slavery and Reconstruction era 

activists” (Davis, 2012, p. 309). This thesis builds on both rhetorical and qualitative 

communication traditions and explores one facet of how Southern women have been 

mythologized as well as the role they have played in creating public memory in the region. First, 

we will discuss the foundation of constitutive rhetoric and public memory theories before 

exploring how Southern women have historically used these rhetorical strategies.  

“Southern state of mind”: Constitutive Rhetoric & Public Memory 

Before we begin to investigate how the Azalea Trail Maids perpetuate the Lost Cause 

myth, we need to understand the theoretical groundwork of constitutive rhetoric and public 

memory that makes this research possible. Traditionally, rhetorical scholars sought to better 

understand the persuasive abilities of rhetorical artifacts and movements, focusing on why 

followers of an ideology are drawn to it. Recently, others have expanded on Kenneth Burke’s 

theory of “identification;” Burke’s theory argues that “two things are identified when they share 

the same substance” (Harte, 1977, p. 65), whether it be motivations, tendencies, backgrounds, or 

a common enemy. He states that identification comes from an effort to overcome the 

separateness that is inherent in being an individual human being; focusing on the ways we are 

similar instead of our differences presents an opportunity for persuasion (Burke, 2013). In 1987, 

Charland used identification as a foundation for his theory of constitutive rhetoric. He confirmed 
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that many aspects of the human personality, such as identities and the ideologies associated with 

those identities, come from “beyond the realm of rational or even free choice, beyond the realm 

of persuasion” (p. 133). In other words, rather than freely selecting our identity, “who we are” is 

often based on the beliefs, ideas, and points of view accepted and perpetuated by those around us 

and before us, which we then internalize as true or right and perpetuate in our own lives. These 

beliefs provide the reasoning behind the way people interact with each other and the world 

around them, spurring certain actions while discouraging others. On a deeper level, ideologies 

also “rationalize the distribution of power, capital, and labor within the nation and set the terms 

of national identity” (Williams & Marin, 2010, p. 558). They tell us who should inhabit certain 

roles in society and how the people in these roles should behave, including how people should 

spend their time and money. 

Rhetors often attempt to use certain identities as a persuasive tool by crafting a sense of 

collective identity and assigning belonging to groups. However, an individual must identify with 

a “people” before the rhetoric designed specifically for them can work (McGee, 1975). Rhetors 

often have to compete with or utilize pre-existing ideologies in order for their constitutive 

rhetoric to work, which can preclude outside actors who might not understand these nuances 

from achieving their goals (Zagacki, 2007). Although collective identity is constructed, 

constitutive rhetoric works to establish a “people” as real, draw potential members to the group, 

and assign the group’s characteristics, including an ideology, positive traits, and a narrative 

history. By recalling a shared past, one that is often imaginary, rhetors ask members of the group 

to transcend their individual identities and differences and put their group membership first. 

Identities therefore “exist in objective reality and as social fantasies at the same time,” making 

them “more process than phenomenon” (McGee, 1975, p. 242), and are always being 
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(re)constructed, testing the borders of who is, who belongs, and who does not. In some cases, 

understanding who does not belong can be a greater uniting factor than any other shared 

characteristics by giving a people a scapegoat or even a common enemy to vanquish (Goehring 

& Dionisopoulos, 2013, p. 382). If a speaker must bring a group into existence, then they must 

keep them in existence for as long as they are necessary, a process which often involves 

contending with competing social movements or outside voices seeking to co-opt a group’s 

rhetoric to meet their own goals (Tate, 2005, pp. 27-28). 

 One way of creating group identity is through establishing the shared narrative history of 

a group with public memory. Philips (2010) defined public memory as “the articulation of the 

images and fantasies of specific communities about aspects of the past” (p. 219). Public memory 

studies are fundamentally concerned with a group’s  narrative history and how it is presented and 

preserved to mold a coherent sense of individual and collective self. These narrative histories 

establish a shared past and mythologize “the ‘struggles’ and ‘ordeals’ of [the group], as a set of 

individual acts and experiences” (Charland, 1987, p. 140). In contrast to historical analyses of the 

past, public memory is more interested in how representations of the past do political work in the 

present. These visions of the past help people understand their present and create conditions of 

possibility for future identification and action. Ideally, memories from several points of view 

would be shared and discussed, but certain perspectives are often privileged, particularly the 

perspective of heterosexual white men of high socio-economic status, leading to a biased 

remembering of events which erases diverse experiences in favor of one hegemonic narrative 

(Kitsch, 2020). Since each person remembers events differently,  and some fundamental events 

occurred too long ago to be experienced directly, establishing a single narrative is crucial for 

people looking to create a united identity via public memory. Much like identities, public 
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memories are maintained until they are no longer useful through repetition of the same tellings of 

the past, and authority figures can “preserve a given unity of memory, place, and community” 

(Vivian, 2004, p. 192). Researchers have firmly established that public memory is often 

embodied in the form of museums and monuments, which send rhetorical messages about what 

should be remembered and commemorated and how (Dickenson et al., 2010). These “memory 

places” constitute a large portion of public memory literature as visible structures accessible to a 

majority of the populace, making them influential to many. However, commemorative texts and 

practices have recently been expanded to include biographies (VanderHaagen, 2012), 

documentaries (Pruchniewska, 2017), advertisements (Adams, 2019), and women’s clothing 

(Keohane, 2017). This thesis posits that the Azalea Trail Maids organization represents a unique 

dimension of commemorative texts; the young female members act as living representations of 

their city’s public memory as they perform their duties wearing the hoop skirts of the 

Antebellum South. By appointing Mobile’s motivated, intelligent, and civic-minded girls to 

perform this duty, the Trail Maids transform public memory into embodied individuals.  

“Old times there are not forgotten”: Southern Women and Public Memory 

Now that we understand how constitutive rhetoric and public memory works, I will trace 

how white Southerners used it following the Confederacy’s defeat in the Civil War to create a 

new version of history to heal wounds and maintain white supremacy. The South experienced 

multiple defeats during the Civil War. White families had lost loved ones in battle, and they no 

longer had access to the slave labor which built their wealth and a way of life. These losses 

solidified a desire to create a distinct Southern identity and culture. White Southerners refused to 

accept their status as a defeated and invaded people as Northern troops were stationed throughout 

the South to facilitate a peaceful transition for both newly freed slaves and for the white people 



 

 
 

13 

rejoining the Union (Wolfe, 1995). Southerners fought against the changes being made to their 

society, and “As they looked to the past to build a New South, the exhaustive effort that they 

expended demonstrates that the past could not simply be remembered; rather a collective 

memory had to be invented, shaped, and constructed” (Johnson, 2000, p. 529). When a group is 

looking to establish its identity, its people often turn to a shared past to show that they share an 

origin and destiny that makes them unique. This is especially true of regions such as the South, 

as they share not only topographical features but also “a cultural history, an ongoing rhetorical 

and poetic construction” (Powell, 2012, p. 6). Since Southerners did not want to remember their 

defeat in the Civil War, they had to look further back to the “glory days” of the Old South as a 

means to elide the painful truth of loss and economic hardship they had just experienced (Heyse, 

2010).  

The history of the war that was widely accepted by the rest of the country stated that the 

South fought the Civil War to preserve the institution of slavery, making Southerners the morally 

bankrupt and aggressive villains. To counteract this story, Southerners created the “Lost Cause” 

myth, which “not only defended secession and glorified the society that white southerners had 

gone to war to preserve, but actually transformed their tragic military defeat into a tremendous 

moral triumph” (Cobb, 2007, p. 62). According to the Lost Cause, the South fought for States’ 

rights against a hostile Union that would have invaded them anyway, leaving them no choice but 

to strike first. The Confederate soldier became a heroic knight fighting for just reasons, and Lost 

Cause proponents “relied on ‘quasi-religious’ imagery to explain how the Confederates were a 

chosen people and how their cause was not really lost” (Heyse, 2011, p. 60). In this retelling of 

the Civil War, the white Southerners were the victims, not the enslaved black people, and while 
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this telling of history is grossly inaccurate, the Lost Cause remains popular among Southern 

whites to this day.  

Southern white women played a huge role in spreading the Lost Cause myth and hated their 

“enemies” just as much as the men, including freed black people, Yankees, and carpetbaggers. 

During and after Reconstruction, these women created clubs which used commemorative 

rhetoric to perpetuate a public memory of the War that minimized their defeat and promoted 

conservative ideologies. Arguably the most prominent of these clubs is the United Daughters of 

the Confederacy (UDC), which was founded in 1894 and “positioned the women as public 

servants whose prime interest was remembering a favorable, shared Southern past” (Heyse, 

2010, p. 37). The organization distinguished itself from similar ladies’ memorial associations by 

restricting membership only to direct descendants of Confederate veterans, and its members were 

often well-connected and hard-working women who used their public work to recruit new 

members (Chamberlain & Yanus, 2021). These women held progressive roles for their time as 

civic leaders; this was unacceptable to the strong patriarchal structure of that era, so they 

defended themselves by constantly reminding men that they saw themselves as apolitical, non-

feminist, and subservient to men. The UDC’s primary goal was “the veneration of southern 

soldiers as heroes, despite their military defeat” (Case, 2002, p. 599). They were simply women 

called to service by God, and by sacrificing their time to a noble cause, they were doing their job 

as respectable women and Christians. After all, “sacrifice is what good Southern ladies did to 

maintain femininity, please Southern men, and insure their protection” (Heyse, 2010, p. 43).  

 However, their work would be seen as undeniably political today, such as choosing books 

with favorable depictions of the war to be put in public libraries, fundraising for monuments and 

memorials, helping curate the Confederate Museum, and editing textbooks for children and 
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college students. These actions all had the underlying goal of allowing “whites of all classes… to 

remember the best part of their collective past: sentimentalized plantation life rather than 

battlefield defeat” (Janney, 2006, p. 121). Their work helped to establish and spread “the cult of 

true womanhood,” which “defined white women's roles in marriage and motherhood by 

encouraging women to embrace four cardinal virtues: piety, purity, submissiveness, and 

domesticity” (Heyse, 2010, p. 38). These gender ideologies and public memories were passed 

down to the next generation through their children’s branch of the organization, the Children of 

the Confederacy (COC). Members of the UDC wrote catechisms for the children to read and 

memorize. They then competed to see who had memorized the texts word-for-word at COC 

meetings, and “the performance also encouraged the Children to participate in the emotions laid 

out in the catechisms, such as love and pride” (Heyse, 2011, p. 66). The UDC served as role 

models for both male and female children, showing them that they should defend the actions of 

their ancestors and preserve these public memories to be passed on to their children. 

These women’s organizations were largely successful in seeing both their material and 

ideological goals come to fruition. One can still see proof of their work today in the form of 

dutifully maintained Confederate graveyards, statues of Confederate generals in public places, 

and the Alabama state holiday Robert E. Lee Day. They even erected a “faithful slave” memorial 

in West Virginia dedicated to Heyward Shepherd, a black man who died during John Brown’s 

1859 raid, perpetuating a false image of slaves as happy people who were cared for by their 

white masters (Janney, 2006). The Azalea Trail Maids continue the legacy of groups like the 

UDC by perpetuating the “cult of true womanhood” and the image of antebellum women as 

hospitable, gentle people, ignoring the fact that the women they imitate were often slaveholders 

or benefitted directly from the subjugation of black people (Jones-Rogers, 2020). This erases the 
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experiences of enslaved people and keeps the Lost Cause ideology alive in the image of the 

smiling, silent lady in a hoopskirt. 

“Ain’t nothin’ ring like a Southern belle”: The Southern Belle Ideal 

 A distinct “Southern belle'' identity has developed over the past two hundred years for 

white Southern women of high socio-economic status that the Trail Maids imitate and 

perpetuate. As early as the 1700s, women were seen as civilizing and virtuous influences and “as 

ornaments-to enhance the prestige and power of the men who possessed them” (Kierner, 1996, p. 

462). White women were taught “to embody self-denial and to find happiness in pleasing others'' 

(Hornsby-Gutting, 2009, p. 667). Historian Cynthia Kierner explains that the white Southern 

elites saw hospitality as their obligation as well as a means for demonstrating their power and 

wealth; for women, “hospitality often was a token of benevolence and Christian charity, and 

contemporaries idealized both as feminine attributes'' (Kierner, 1996, p. 455). Therefore, the 

indolent Southern belle was historically uncommon, since women were expected to run a tight 

ship economically, manage the slaves, and even do household chores alongside them to 

accomplish the goal of creating a hospitable and well-run home (Wolfe, 1995). Ladies often had 

constrained agency before and during  marriage, as they were confined to the home and received 

an insufficient education; they were also expected to be quiet and deferential to men (Wolfe, 

1995). If a high-status woman became a widow, she could exercise agency by becoming the 

executor of her husband’s will, often receiving property and capital in the process (Wolfe, 1995). 

She could then attain gainful employment and run her own household without a husband, 

proving that pre-Civil War Southern society, “while stressing race and sex subjugation, also 

proved malleable regarding white women's gender roles” (Hornsby-Gutting, 2009, p. 666). These 
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women did not overtly challenge the overall structure of the patriarchy but were able to move 

within its boundaries, and many held slaves on their own.  

Following the Civil War, this image of southern white femininity was adopted as a 

cornerstone of the “Lost Cause” myth. Its original imagery featured several stock characters, 

including the Cavalier gentleman planter, the Southern belle, and happy, dutiful slaves, all living 

on a beautiful plantation with green fields and a gorgeous mansion (McPherson, 2003). The Lost 

Cause praised the hospitable and dutiful plantation mistress “who had stepped forward to meet 

the challenges of war without ever straying from the feminine ideal of dedication and obedience 

to one’s husband” (Cobb, 2007, p. 82). The Southern belle was popularized for a new generation 

by Gone with the Wind’s Scarlett O’Hara, who spends the novel both exemplifying the values of 

the Southern woman while struggling as she clings to her place in a war-torn society changing 

drastically around her (Mitchell, 2011). Vivian Leigh’s portrayal of Scarlett in the 1939 film 

adaptation brought this image to life with her beautiful costumes, coquettish flirting, and faux 

southern drawl, solidifying the character’s position as the most recognizable Southern belle 

character and as a role model for Southern girls (Barker, 2018). 

The film also solidifies another aspect of the Southern belle ideal: her personal connection 

to the land. Early in Gone with the Wind, Scarlett O’Hara’s father tells her that land is the only 

thing worth having and insists that her connection to “Tara,” her plantation home, will reveal 

itself as she grows up (Mitchell, 2011). This prophecy does come to pass as Scarlett returns to 

Tara each time she experiences uncertainty, first following the burning of Atlanta and finally 

when her husband, Rhett Butler, leaves her. The importance of Tara to Gone with the Wind’s plot 

reflects the Lost Cause myth of the virtuous and beautiful plantation mistress, who is deeply 

connected to her home and the land that surrounds it. This myth places the white slaveholding 
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couple at the center of the plantation, ignoring the work of the slaves which made the success of 

the system possible.  

The Lost Cause’s idealization of the magnificent and graceful plantation home grew into 

the popular heritage tourism industry in the 1900s; guides dressed in antebellum costumes lead 

tourists around these grounds, which stress historical authenticity. However, these tours not only 

ignore, but in most cases beautify, the work of slaves, focusing on the history of the white 

owners and glorifying the lifestyle of a group which represented less than 1% of the population 

(McPherson, 2003). As Tara McPherson stated in her book Reconstructing Dixie, “By reifying 

the plantation home as the privileged site of southern history and femininity and then coding this 

history as elegant and grand, such representations erase the history of oppression that such 

homes could just as easily symbolize and encourage a nostalgic form of southern history” 

(McPherson, 2003, p. 44). This connection between the Southern belle and the land can be seen 

in the Azalea Trail Maids’ connection to Mobile; they represent their city on a national stage and 

welcome important visitors, just as a plantation mistress would have welcomed visitors to her 

husband’s home.  

Today, young Southern girls, especially those of high socio-economic status, are taught to 

internalize a specific feminine ideal called the “New Southern Belle,” explained by Donnalyn 

Pompper and Kathryn Crandall (2014): 

Like these antecedents of the Southern lady revered for her beauty, sensuality, and mastery 

of decency and good manners, an NSBC is status consciousness (to keep others in their 

place), holds rigid sexual mores differentiating genders (powerful men with women who act 

the coquette and dress to please), is modest (flirting without sluttiness), upholds Southern 
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traditions (concern for real or imagined family heritage), engages in conspicuous 

consumption (shopping for leisure), and constantly attends to her appear- ance. (p. 940) 

This ideal of Southern femininity built on economic privilege and physical adornment clearly 

connects to the Azalea Trail Maids, who fulfill each of these criteria. Joining their ranks is a 

statement of status and achievement in Mobile, and only women are allowed to apply, creating a 

clear delineation based on gender. Their role is to uphold the heritage and traditions of their city, 

and they do this in modest yet visually pleasing costumes, which they complement with light 

makeup and hairstyling in order to look their best. The dresses are custom made for each girl and 

range in price from $3,000 to $6,000, a fact that surely fulfills the conspicuous consumption trait. 

Finally, they must always be on their best and most modest behavior while carrying out their 

duties in order to serve as role models for the young girls of the community; for example, they 

are not allowed to bring their boyfriends to any events (Rutledge, 2019), a heteronormative and 

conservative rule which preserves the girls’ image as virginal role models. Overall, this paints a 

picture of the feminine ideal they must perform in order to be accepted into the Trail Maids 

ranks. 

“My Southern comfort zone”: The Communication Theory of Identity  

Next, we will explore the theoretical framework for my qualitative case study investigating 

how the Southern belle ideal plays out in the lives of the Trail Maids, which centers around the 

Communication Theory of Identity, or CTI. Developed by scholar Michael Hecht, this theory 

“conceptualizes identity as communication rather than seeing identity as merely a product of 

communication or vice versa” (Jung & Hecht, 2004, p. 266), making it a useful tool for 

communication scholars. According to CTI, people construct their identities as they inhabit roles 

in their community and learn how they are expected to perform in these roles through 
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communication, including accepted behaviors and ideologies. They then internalize this 

knowledge and choose how they actually want to enact the identities they have built, again 

through communication. Therefore, CTI posits that identity is shared, similar to how cultural 

elements such as a shared language and beliefs function in a community (Cho et al., 2012, p. 

140).  

 There are four layers to identity which play an integral role in how people build their 

identities: the personal, enactment, relational, and communal layers. While each dimension 

works individually, all four are “interpenetrated” or connected, making it interesting to study 

how the layers interact with one another, combine, and clash. My study will focus on the 

personal, enacted, and communal layers; as Hecht and Jung state, “one cannot examine a 

person's gender identity (personal identity) without considering how society defines gender roles 

(communal identity)” (Jung & Hecht, 2004, p. 267). By combining these two ideas of personal 

gender identity and Southern gender roles with how my participants perform gender as they carry 

out their Trail Maid duties, I will be able to better understand how my participants and their 

communities understand this public organization and its role in maintaining public memories of 

the women of the Old South. The personal layer deals with how one sees oneself, making gender 

one of its key components. The enacted layer “conceptualizes identity as a performance, as 

something being expressed” (Cho et al., 2012, p. 140) and encompasses communication 

practices. The communal layer deals with how a group sees itself collectively, since communities 

often “share common characteristics, histories, and collective memories that transcend 

individuals and result in commonly held identities” (Cho et al., 2012, p. 142). This layer will 

allow me to examine how Southern culture, history, and narratives have created the gender roles 

at play in today’s world. 
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While the layers can enhance each other, there can also be discrepancies between them 

called “identity gaps.” The four layers “can be contradictory or exclusive to each other”, causing 

tensions between them while still working together to form a person’s identity (Jung & Hecht, 

2004, p. 267). These tensions often play out as negative effects on a person’s well being or 

relationships with the people around them (Wadsworth et al., 2008). For instance, Phillips et al. 

(2018) established that when people’s perceptions of who they truly are do not line up with the 

way they are expected to act according to their families, a personal-enacted identity gap, they 

experience tension in their family relationships (p. 606). Research involving CTI has focused on 

these gaps, with most studies specifically examining the personal-enacted or personal-relational 

identity gaps (Cho et al., 2012, p. 143). The research examining personal-enacted gaps have 

mainly focused on four areas of study. The first is health communication research discussing 

such topics as how the gap affects the communication practices of people with depression (Jung, 

2013; Jung, 2020) and of young adult smokers (Stanley & Pitts, 2019). The second area of study 

involves how people navigate performing intersectional identities as they communicate with 

people who share their identity, such as intraracial communication (Drummond & Orbe, 2009). 

The third involves how people communicate with people who do not share their identity, such as 

coming out as transgender (Nuru, 2019). The final area of study looks at how people enact their 

roles within their families, such as being a grandparent or grandchild (Kam & Hecht, 2009) and 

being married (Kennedy-Lightsey et al., 2015). The personal-communal gap has not been 

explored to the same extent, with the studies tackling it focusing on people navigating their 

identities as they enter new environments. These include research on the experiences of 

immigrants (Urban & Orbe, 2010) and college students (Murray & Kennedy-Lightsey, 2013). 
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Methods 

I used ideological criticism for two of my case studies to uncover the Azalea Trail Maids 

distinct ideology and its implications for gender roles in Mobile in particular and the South in 

general. Black (1970) defines ideology as “the network of interconnected convictions that 

functions in a man [sic] epistemologically and that shapes his [sic] identity by determining how 

he [sic] views the world” (p. 112). Foss (1996) explains that ideologies often culturally develop 

in ways that protect the interests of the powerful or privileged (p. 294). Ideologies establish 

deeply entrenched social norms so “normal discourse, then, maintains the ideology, and 

challenges seem abnormal” (Foss, 1996, p. 295). People often do not realize that they send 

messages which maintain their worldview, as they become so immersed that the ideology’s 

tenets are taken for granted as absolute truths. Realizing the existence and effect of ideologies on 

people’s lives and identities can therefore be an uncomfortable or threatening experience, and 

these negative feelings can lead people to try to defend themselves from what is perceived as an 

attack on their sense of self. Therefore, ideological criticism is a lens into the point-of-view of 

millions of people who live in Mobile and ascribe to the Trail Maids’ beliefs about the role of 

young women in their society. This method of analysis is also ideal because “the goal of 

ideological criticism is to uncover or expose the role of communication in creating and 

sustaining an ideology” (Yea-Wen, 2007, p. 55). The Azalea Trail Maids send messages 

containing their ideology during their events through visual and verbal means, such as their 

antebellum-inspired outfits and the behavior necessary to carry out their duties.  

 Ideological criticism involves four key steps to examine and critique “the ideological 

underpinnings of a movement, a speaker, or a policy” (Andersen, 1993, p. 248). The first step is 

to identify the presented elements of the artifact, which in this case include the images, 
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arguments, and rules that the Azalea Trail Maids put into the world. These can then be used as 

clues to suggested elements that are not openly stated but are assumed to be understood by the 

audience, such as ideas, themes, and concepts. Then an ideology can be identified from the 

intersection of all elements by figuring out what the authors want you to think, believe, 

understand, or feel. Finally, the critic investigates the functions served by the ideology and 

discovers its consequences, such as which version of history is promoted and which groups are 

silenced (Foss, 1996). I studied a 2021 calendar sold by the Trail Maids organization as part of a 

fundraiser for the group, which was bought and then gifted to me by my partner’s mother after 

she heard about my interest in this group. My second case study focuses on the organization’s 

“rulebook,” a document given to new members which outlines accepted and forbidden behaviors. 

The rulebook explains how the Trail Maids are supposed to act while the more public-facing 

calendar represents the culmination of this training, showing the girls in action at their duties. I 

first learned about this document’s existence through conversations with someone who 

previously worked with the organization, and later one of my participants offered to send me 

photographs of her copy. I also discovered that the rulebook could be found online as a public 

Google document in September 2021, but by March 2022, it had been taken off the internet. I 

reached out to the Azalea Trail organization several times and through different avenues, but 

never heard back from them. Having found the document in three places, I felt confident about 

its authenticity, and many of the rules included in the rulebook reflected the rules explained to 

me by my participants during qualitative interviews. These artifacts give me a better 

understanding of the process involved in becoming a member of the organization and the 

ideology which permeates every aspect of that process.  
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This study also features one qualitative research method in order to complete my third case 

study: individual semi-structured interviews. First, in certain qualitative traditions, 

communication is “the fundamental activity by which humans constitute their social world as a 

‘real’ phenomenon” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011, p. 46), which makes it an ideal method to 

investigate questions about communication. Qualitative methods allow researchers to focus on 

how participants will “artfully influence and collaborate in audiences in constructing cultural 

identities, and how the stylized repetition of even mundane communicative acts accomplishes 

that construction” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011, p. 26). In my case, it allowed me to explain that the 

girls who participate as members of the organization, and the community that observes them, “do 

not construct [their] inter-pretations in isolation but against a backdrop of shared understandings, 

practices, language, and so forth” (Schwandt, 2000, p. 197). While the members of this 

community construct their cultural identities and meanings through interactions, their individual 

“realities are unique, plural, simultaneous, and local phenomena” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011, p. 9). 

There is no one correct way of performing femininity in the American South, but some ways are 

historically privileged over others, and this organization is an especially localized phenomenon 

that even people in different Southern states do not necessarily know about. However, in this 

Mobile community, the Trail Maids serve as a widely respected ideal tied to the wider historical 

context of women’s experiences in the South, and the girls participate for a variety of different 

reasons, each of which is valid. 

I primarily used criterion sampling to recruit participants as well as snowball sampling 

once I recruited the first few participants. The girls had to be former members of the Azalea Trail 

Maids to participate, women who once fit all the standards of membership in the organization, 

namely being female high school seniors from Mobile, Alabama. I chose to interview former 
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members because these women have some distance between themselves and the organization, 

allowing for more critical self-reflection on that period of their lives and a more robust 

discussion of how their perceptions and ideas about Southern womanhood might have evolved 

over time. 

Individual interviews with former members of the Trail Maids provided me with the 

opportunity to understand how the girls saw themselves, the organization, and its position in the 

community. I interviewed all 22 of my participants over Zoom, since the majority either lived 

several hours away or wanted to follow social distancing guidelines for COVID-19. Each 

participant signed an informed consent form and sent it to me electronically before being 

interviewed. I then printed these forms, deleted the electronic copies, and placed the physical 

copies in a secure location as stipulated by IRB. The majority of the girls chosen by the 

organization are white, but the group does include girls who are African American, Asian 

American, or belong to other minority groups. In my study, participants identified as 72% white 

and 28% Black. The women ranged in age, from 19 to 49, representing Trail Maids from the 

graduating classes of 1991 to 2021. These interviews were semi-structured, which gives the 

researcher and participant a framework to follow while allowing for the interviewer to add or 

eliminate questions. Interviews ranged from 19 to 97 minutes in length (M = 44 minutes). I audio 

recorded these Zoom interviews and then transcribed the audio, resulting in 298 pages of single-

spaced data. I redacted the names of all participants in the transcriptions to retain confidentiality 

and randomly numbered each interview. I decided to give each of my participants pseudonyms 

based on different flowers found in the Mobile area. Once I had compiled this list of twenty-two 

names, I used a random number generator to match an interview with a name. I incorporated 

rigorous standards to my study through the use of crystallization of methods, which posits that if 
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the same conclusion is found through both rhetorical and qualitative study, then the conclusion is 

more likely to be credible (Tracy, 2010, p. 843). 

To analyze my data, I used emergent thematic analysis, a “method for systematically 

identifying, organizing, and offering insight into patterns of meaning (themes) across a data set” 

(Braun & Clarke, 2012 p. 57). I believe this method is appropriate because my topic is relatively 

new and unexplored by qualitative researchers, and it provides the researcher with flexibility. It 

was also ideal for me as someone who was new to qualitative research because it “teaches the 

mechanics of coding and analyzing qualitative data systematically, which can then be linked to 

broader theoretical or conceptual issues” (Braun & Clarke, 2012, p. 58). This method has four 

main steps. The researcher begins with holistic reading, or reading the entirety of one’s data, 

usually two to three times. This gives them a chance to refresh their memory of everything they 

have collected. Then the researcher begins open coding, or the process of identifying 

commonalities in the data. Each code must occur at least twice and with two different participant 

voices. Next, the researcher integrates these codes, or combines connecting codes into themes, 

which are then labeled. Emergent thematic analysis ends when the researcher explains the 

meaning and contributions of each theme, a process called dimensionalization.  
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CHAPTER THREE: PRETTY AS A PICTURE 

 Each year, the Azalea Trail Maids must fundraise for the trips they take over the course 

of the year. The organization does not help them secure funding for the dresses, which they must 

pay for themselves, but it does organize two fundraising pushes which are connected to the 

group’s biggest trips. The first is the creation and sale of cookbooks, which are compiled by the 

Trail Maids themselves. Each of the fifty girls is expected to contribute a recipe to the cookbook, 

and then they sell them to the people in their community, such as relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, the people who would want this memento of their loved one’s tenure in this elite club. 

The Trail Maids go to a Thanksgiving parade each year, oftentimes in Chicago or the Macy’s 

Thanksgiving Day Parade in New York City, and the proceeds from these cookbooks allow 

members to cover the price of their trip assessment, covering the cost of transportation, lodging, 

and other expenses associated with the trip. While the cookbooks are advertised as great 

Christmas gifts, they are not nearly as popular as the group’s other product, the Trail Maid 

calendar. 

The second fundraising push is selling calendars to fundraise for their trip to Disneyworld 

so they can take part in the park’s yearly Easter parade. The girls are expected to participate in 

photoshoots to provide the calendar’s images, and again they sell them to the people in their 

community for $12. Since this push begins around late November and December of their senior 

year, it is a gift reminding residents of Mobile of all the beauty and service the Trail Maids 

provide as the city prepares for the new year.  
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In this case study chapter, we will focus on the object of this second fundraising push, the 

2021 calendar, as a powerful piece of visual rhetoric created by the Trail organization. The 

calendars keep the image of the Trail Maids alive in the minds of Mobilians, relying almost 

entirely on the photos of the girls to communicate the organization’s self-image. The only text in 

the calendar comes from the advertisements inside, a list of that year’s Trail Maids, and a list of 

the adult officials in charge of the organization. Without more text to explicitly tell us about 

these girls and the program, we must rely on the visual elements to understand the organization’s 

view of what it means to be a Trail Maid and a Southern woman. We will begin by examining 

the locations used as backgrounds for these photos, followed by the posing and placement of the 

girls in the calendar photos, the advertisements featured in the calendar, and finally, the iconic 

Trail Maid dress itself. 

Figure 1 

Cover of Azalea Trail Maid 2021 Calendar 
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Locations 

 For a group so tied to one city, the locations featured in this calendar’s photos are 

fundamental to the story the Azalea Trail Maids want to tell about themselves. As an ambassador 

program for the city of Mobile, we will see that the organization has its pick of locations to 

choose from, but the selection of setting tells us about the way that the Trail Maids envision 

themselves and want to be situated by audiences. By including a broad range of different 

locations in the city to feature in this calendar, from tourist attractions to historic buildings to 

local institutions, they are sending us a clear message that they are authentic members of their 

community.  

It seems obvious that the calendar created and sold by the Trail Maids would feature the 

city’s most famous and impressive attractions to entice the potential customer. While the group 

does emphasize its ties to these must-see locations, such as the USS Alabama and the Mobile 

Carnival Museum, it also includes two other categories of locations. The calendar prominently 

features several buildings with antebellum connections, promoting a specific way of viewing 

Mobile’s history before the Civil War. The plantation home and antebellum architecture styles 

play a vital role in the Lost Cause mythos, which, as we have seen, seeks to reinforce white 

supremacy. The calendar also features local institutions familiar to Mobile residents but probably 

not to tourists who are just passing through, including medical facilities and the University of 

South Alabama. The locations included in the calendar constitute the Trail Maids as an essential 

part of their community, sending the viewer the message that their existence in Mobile is normal 

and supported unquestioned by the city’s institutions. 

 First, we will explore some of Mobile’s best-known tourist attractions featured in the 

calendar. The city of Mobile’s motto is “Born to Celebrate”, and the calendar begins placing the 
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Trail Maids in one location important to this history of celebration: the Mobile Carnival 

Museum. As the disputed birthplace of American Mardi Gras in 1703, the city prides itself on 

keeping this popular yearly tradition alive with this museum dedicated to the rich history of the 

holiday in the city. According to the city’s tourism website, over one million tourists celebrate 

Mardi Gras each year, and the museum “features 14 galleries, video presentations, a pictorial 

hallway, and an interactive float area - all in a restored historic mansion” (Mobile AL Mardi 

Gras, 2022). As ambassadors whose job it is to welcome guests into the city, the Trail Maids are 

in high demand during Mardi Gras season, so it makes sense to place the girls at an attraction so 

central to the city’s economy and lifestyle, especially one in which they play such an important 

role. The January photo sees the girls on the sidewalk in front of the museum, an image which 

combines two of the city’s most iconic institutions which often work together: the Trail Maids 

and Mardi Gras. 

Figure 2 

The Azalea Trail Maids at the Mobile Carnival Museum 
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Another attraction central to tourism featured for the month of April is Bienville Square, 

a massive park occupying an entire city block which hosts several popular events each year, 

including Jazz in Bienville and Bayfest Music Festival (Downtown Parks Conservancy, n.d.). 

The Trail Maids stand at the heart of the park in front of its famous cast iron Ketchum Fountain 

and are surrounded by live oaks; the combination of this background with the antebellum-style 

dresses evokes a distinctly old-fashioned Southern feel. From simply walking in the park to 

attending its yearly events to using it as a landmark when finding one’s way, the Trail Maids are 

positioned as being as central to downtown life as the park is.  

 The most famous tourist attraction in the city of Mobile is the USS Alabama Battleship 

Memorial Park, home of the USS Alabama. The park highlights the history of the ship, which 

saw battle in North Atlantic and South Pacific during World War II; “More than fifteen million 

visitors later” and with “a statewide economic impact approaching one billion dollars” (USS 

Alabama Battleship Commission, n.d.), it features artifacts and displays telling the story of the 

battleship itself and those of the people who served on it during the war. The park also includes 

the USS Drum submarine and the Medal of Honor Aircraft Pavilion. The month of July features 

five Trail Maids standing in the shadow of the massive battleship, a tank sitting between the girls 

and the ship in the midground. It frames the girls as patriotic and proud of this attraction during 

the month of Independence Day, classically all-American and supportive of this country’s armed 

forces.  
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Figure 3 

The Azalea Trail Maids in front of the USS Alabama 

 

 Next, we will move on to examine the locations most focused on historical preservation 

in Mobile, all of which are antebellum buildings. While the aforementioned tourist attractions are 

historic, their main goal is to bring in tourism, which warranted their placement in a separate 

category. These locations are all focused on educating the public on the city’s antebellum history 

and presenting an authentic Old South experience to visitors; Mobile is clearly focused on 

promoting this history, as the county government’s website includes a page advertising all of the 

antebellum homes in the county that are available to the public (Mobile County, n.d.). The month 

of May features the History Museum of Mobile, an elegant Italianate building erected in 1855 as 

a government building. Today, it houses exhibits focusing on the city’s 300 year history, from its 

origins as a French fort to the history of slavery in the city to the Civil War and beyond. While 

many history museums gloss over this painful past, the History Museum of Mobile houses a 

permanent exhibit titled “Faces of Mobile” which discusses the pioneers who built the city, 

including the stories of slaves who “came because they were forced” (History Museum of 

Mobile, n.d.). The girls stand in front of the huge white building, the flags of the United States, 
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state of Alabama, and city of Mobile waving proudly in the background. This location is also 

popular among potential Trail Maids as they study for the history questions that are always 

included in their interviews, so the photo solidifies the girls’ connection to the history they have 

to learn in order to become members of the organization.  

The month of August’s photo shows the girls standing behind the cannons of Fort Gaines, 

a historic park on Dauphin Island where the French first landed in 1699. The fort was 

constructed by the Americans and completed in 1853, and during the Civil War, “it was within 

sight of its walls that Union Admiral David G. Farragut issued his immortal command, ‘Damn 

the torpedoes! Full speed ahead!’” (Dauphin Island Park and Beach Board, n.d.). The Union 

army emerged victorious from the Battle of Mobile Bay on August 8, 1864, and this quote is 

featured on the sign for Fort Gaines, which sits behind the girls in the August photo. The group 

of five girls is placed outside in this photo, positioned behind the cannons as though they could 

man them, putting them in the same position as the Confederate soldiers who once fired upon 

Union ships in that same spot and linking them to the city’s Civil War history. The photograph is 

further complicated by the sign for Fort Gaines, which sits behind the girls and memorializes 

Admiral Farragut’s famous words. By posing the girls behind the cannons in those iconic 

antebellum-inspired gowns, the Trail Maids turn a site of defeat for the Confederates into a 

tribute to the Lost Cause. 
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Figure 4 

The Azalea Trail Maids at Fort Gaines 

 

 The calendar also features two antebellum homes, both of which now serve as museums 

with guided tours and event spaces: the Richards DAR House for the month of December and the 

Bragg-Mitchell Mansion for the 2022 Year at a Glance page. The Richards DAR House was 

completed in 1860 and served as a private home and business headquarters; it was “restored and 

has been lovingly maintained by the four local Mobile DAR chapters since 1973” (Richards 

DAR House, n.d.). It has since become known for its four seasons iron lacework and authentic 

antique furnishings. The Bragg-Mitchell Mansion was built in 1855 and exemplifies the Greek 

revival style which was so popular among antebellum slaveholders after Europeans discovered 

ancient classical buildings along the Mediterranean (Overdeep, n.d.). Defined by its stately 

columns, large and symmetrical windows, and wrap-around porches, this style remains popular 

for its grandiose beauty today, but “All of these grand design elements stood in shocking contrast 

to the shacks and villages where slaves lived in bondage” (Architecture Restoration, 2018). The 
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Bragg-Mitchell Mansion remained a private residence for over a hundred years until it was sold 

and opened to the public in 1987; the organization’s goal is “to restore the building, grounds, and 

furnishings to reflect lifestyles of previous owners” (Bragg-Mitchell Mansion, 2020). Although 

neither website mentions these original homeowners having slaves, these antebellum homes 

glorify the lifestyles of the slaveholding Southern elites of that era without acknowledging that 

such decadence came at the cost of human exploitation. Posing the Trail Maids in these locations 

explicitly links them to the Old South, and the sheer number of these references to white 

Mobile’s antebellum history shows the organization’s desire to be affiliated with these 

prestigious institutions.  

 However, the girls are not only featured in locations significant for tourism or historical 

preservation purposes; they are also shown as true members of their community who support 

local businesses and institutions that are vital to daily life in the city. Mobile is also known for 

being the home of The University of South Alabama, which boasts 14,000 students and 125 

programs and is a popular college in the Gulf Coast region. While tourists visiting the city might 

not think about exploring the campus, the people living in and around Mobile know that “South'' 

is an important part of the city’s life, with its five-component USA Health System, NCAA 

Division 1 sports events, and the many students who go there to study and fall in love with the 

city. The campus is also special to the Trail Maids, who conduct their county interviews each 

year at Alumni Hall. In one of the last pages of the calendar, all fifty Trail Maids are featured in 

a group shot in front of South Alabama’s Gordon and Geri Moulton Bell Tower, a distinct 

landmark on campus. Students at South Alabama recognize it as “a popular gathering place for 

festivals, homecoming, graduation ceremonies and frequent photo ops with the Jaguar statue” 
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(University of South Alabama, n.d.). By including this group photo, the Trail Maids emphasize 

the organization’s connection with this public education institution.  

Figure 5 

The Azalea Trail Maids in front of the Gordon and Geri Moulton Bell Tower at the University of 

South Alabama 

 

 The month of March sees the girls posing with four dancers from the Mobile Ballet, a 

nonprofit organization whose mission is “to provide superior dance education, to present quality 

performances, and to promote the ballet to the community as an expression of the human spirit” 

(Mobile Ballet, 2022). The classes and performances conducted by this organization are a huge 

part of arts education in the city. As a dance school serving the community, some Trail Maids 

have taken classes there or are themselves members of the company, which consists of dancers 

ages 12-18. By including a photo of the Trail Maids with the dancers in front of the studio’s sign, 

it promotes this link between the organization and one of the city’s premier arts institutions. The 

Trail Maids also link themselves with healthcare providers in the city; the month of February 

features the girls posing with the doctors in front of Rihner, Gupta, and Grosz Cardiology, while 

the month of June shows another group of Trail Maids standing in front of the sign for the 
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Mobile Infirmary Medical Center. By supporting these local healthcare institutions, the girls 

show their support for the health of the city; this is an especially important link to maintain 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, when such institutions have been overrun with patients since 

2020. The Trail Maids position themselves as going through the same challenges as the rest of 

their city while maintaining poise and confidence and leading the way in supporting the people 

who help keep the city safe.  

Figure 6 

The Azalea Trail Maids at the Mobile Infirmary 

 

Overall, the combination of tourist attractions, historical locations, and local institutions 

creates a feeling of authentic locality which tells the reader that these girls are entrenched in and 

proud of their community. It identifies them as true ambassadors for the city, girls who know 

every aspect of the place they call home and are excited to share it with visitors and residents 

alike. Furthermore, despite their extravagant costumes, they do not seem out of place. In page 

after page of photos, it seems natural that they would be there, smiling confidently and inviting 

the viewer to come and see each place for themselves. The fact that each location agreed to be 

featured in the calendar shows the community’s support for the Trail Maids, leaving the viewer 
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with the impression that the girls and the Trail organization are seen by Mobilians as 

unquestionably good and right. These are model citizens who take time out of their busy young 

lives to support every facet of Mobile’s community, serving as role models for the younger 

generations and giving hope to the city’s adults that this tradition of service and leadership will 

continue.  

Posing and Placement 

 When flipping through the pages of the calendar, one gets the sense that the Azalea Trail 

Maids are nothing if not consistent. In the monthly photos, each small group adopts the same 

passive and stationary pose in almost every picture: standing in front of the featured location 

some formation facing the camera with their parasol tucked into the elbow of one arm. The 

formation might be different, perhaps with one row of three girls and another of two slightly 

behind, or all five standing in a diagonal line, a horizontal line, or in a semicircle. Sometimes 

two or three girls are allowed to take a seat in the front while the others stand behind them. 

Whatever the formation of the girls, they all face the camera with their parasols resting in the 

crook of their elbow, smiling placidly at the camera. They only differ from this pose one time; 

for the month of September, the Trail Maids show off the backs of their dresses, their bodies 

turned diagonally away from the camera while their heads turn back and smile. It is the only time 

we are allowed to see them from a totally different angle. The calendar also includes three group 

shots of the whole court, which follow this same formula: all fifty girls are lined up, facing the 

camera directly, and holding their parasols.  

 The posture the girls take is inherently gendered. Bailey et al. (2020) explain that 

contracted body postures, keeping your limbs close to the body, tends to convey a low level of 

power in an individual, while “postures designed to convey high power displayed more bodily 
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expansiveness and limb openness and less self-touching” (p. 333). The contracted postures tend 

to be viewed as feminine, while spread out postures are seen as masculine. In all of these photos, 

the Trail Maids hold their parasols with hands folded in the front and have their legs covered by 

the hoopskirt. This contracted posture used in every photo, whether standing up or sitting down, 

is feminine and communicates low power, following traditional gendered expectations of 

women’s postures.  

 There are also two months, February and March, in which outsiders are allowed to pose 

with the Trail Maids. For February, the doctors at Rihner, Gupta & Grosz Cardiology stand 

between each Trail Maid, holding their hands in front of them and smiling at the camera as the 

girls adopt their traditional pose. In March, another group of Trail Maids is with the Mobile 

Ballet, where four dancers in white tutus, tights, and pointe shoes pose among them. Two stand 

in the back between three Trail Maids, while two sit in front of the other two seated Trail Maids. 

In each of these two photos, the outsiders included are also posed formally; they do not even 

acknowledge the Trail Maids around them, facing the camera instead.  

 In the entire calendar, the only time we see action shots of Trail Maids are in the personal 

advertisements, which sit in columns on the right next to the calendar grid. In the ads for 

Bellingrath Gardens and in one family’s personal ad for their daughter, each has a shot of a Trail 

Maid walking away from the camera with no guests visible. Otherwise, there are no shots of the 

Trail Maids interacting with other people in a meaningful way; when other people are there, they 

seem to be ignored in pursuit of the perfect photo. This formality gives the effect of the Trail 

Maids being a prop to pose for a photo with, masking their purported purpose of being 

ambassadors whose job it is to greet and educate. While they do often take pictures with people 

at events, they are trained to do much more, such as speaking publicly about the city’s history or 
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leading children in activities, but these photos do not actually show them doing the more fully-

realized activities. Since their entire job is talking to the people of Mobile and the city’s visitors, 

you might think the organization would want to include some pictures of the girls at events, 

candid photos of them talking to strangers, playing with children, or shaking hands with visiting 

foreign dignitaries and business leaders. No photos like this are included, choosing instead to 

present stiff shots in which the Azalea Trail Maids are set apart from the mostly unseen residents 

of the city.  

Ads 

 As a fundraising push, the 2021 Azalea Trail Maid calendar’s goal was to use the 

proceeds to pay for the group’s annual trip to Disneyworld. They were able to put all the 

proceeds raised toward that purpose by eliminating printing costs through selling advertisements 

which would be featured in the calendar. These squares reside on the right side of the page next 

to the grid of dates and include anywhere from one to three ads per month, depending on the size 

of the ads. Of course, this strategy made practical sense as it allowed the Trail Maids to keep a 

larger share of the money raised from the sale, but these advertisements also have rhetorical 

value as they send clear messages of support for the girls and the organization itself.  

 Out of eighteen total ads, eleven were placed by parents and other relatives of Trail 

Maids, praising their daughters for this achievement. The text of these ads affirms their love and 

pride in their daughters, granddaughters, sisters, and nieces, stating “We are so proud of you and 

everything you’ve accomplished this year!” and “I love you beyond measure and you will always 

be my beauty. Others reference the important place the Trail Maids hold in this community as 

leaders for young women, telling a niece “We are so proud of the example you set in all areas of 

your life.” One set of parents tells their daughter “We are so proud of you and hope you have a 



 

 
 

41 

great year fulfilling your lifelong dream of becoming a Trail Maid;” messages like this one prove 

the influence the Trail Maids have on the people around them, inspiring girls from a very young 

age to achieve this great honor. Being a Trail Maid can be a family legacy, with mothers, 

grandmothers, aunts, and sisters inspiring their younger female relatives to continue the tradition. 

Family ties are absolutely vital to Southern culture, and we can see this at play with legacy Trail 

Maids.  

Some relatives also put messages of Christian faith in their advertisements; they tell their 

daughters they will soon “see what awesome plans God has in store for your future” and to 

“Always follow the path Jesus has set for you. Always put Him first.” Some even include Bible 

verses, such as the girl’s dance studio included Psalm 129:3 in her advertisement, “Let them 

praise His name with dancing.” Another set of parents includes Jeremiah 29:11: “‘For I know the 

plans I have for you,’ declares the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give 

you hope and a future.’” These faith-based messages imply that by serving as Trail Maids, the 

girls are doing work that is sanctioned by God and fulfilling their duty to Him; He is by their side 

as they complete this journey and embark on the next stage of their lives. In a region where 

Christianity has such a tight hold, these messages are powerful for young girls who presumably 

believe strongly in their faith.  

 All of the advertisements taken out by family include photographs of the Trail Maid they 

are related to. In each photo, the Trail Maid is alone, the shining star in her own photoshoot as 

opposed to the small group shots used for each month of the calendar itself. Many of them seem 

to be professionally shot, or at least shot with a high quality camera; one photo was clearly shot 

in a studio of some kind, with a gray background against which a green Trail Maid stands out. 



 

 
 

42 

The locations of these smaller photos vary, with some in natural settings like walking trails or 

parks; two seem to have been taken at school sports fields.  

In these more personalized shoots, some of the girls opt for a wider variety of poses, such 

as looking away from the camera and smiling into the distance, leaning on a tree limb, and even 

an action shot of one Trail Maid walking away. In the organization’s group shots, they must 

totally conform to the brand standard, but in these individual shots, they are allowed to move and 

act instead of just standing still. Others stick to the traditional Trail Maid pose, standing and 

facing the camera with their parasol sitting in the crook of their elbows, just like their group 

calendar shots. In every advertisement, the girl being honored is smiling widely, pride radiating 

from their happy faces. Of course, each girl in the calendar has worked hard to achieve 

membership to this elite group and is celebrated by the organization’s chosen photos, but these 

advertisements submitted by their loved ones allow the few girls featured to shine even brighter. 

The fact that they even have these unique advertisements sets them apart, and the freedom to 

switch up their posing allows them to show a bit more of their personality, albeit within the 

confines of their identity as Trail Maids. After all, their membership to this elite circle is still 

their defining feature according to the calendar, and even in the advertisement taken out by one 

girl’s dance studio, the photos do not show her dancing, instead using images from her individual 

Trail Maid photo shoot. The girls with advertisements are thereby allowed a bit more freedom in 

how they are choosing to portray themselves, as long as they continue to fit the organization’s 

brand.  

While the vast majority of ads were taken out by supportive parents, the institutions 

around the girls also support them, especially those they interact with on a daily basis; for 

example, Baker High School and Cottage Hill Christian Academy, two of the schools 
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represented by Trail Maids that year, took out ads in support of their students. One Trail Maid’s 

dance school even took out an ad praising her for this accomplishment, stating “We are so proud 

of you! You will accomplish BIG things!” Furthermore, some businesses in the community also 

took out ads in the calendar. ABC Supply Company, River Bank & Trust, Bellingrath Gardens, a 

local StateFarm agent, and Ruhner, Gupta, and Grosz Cardiology also put their money on the 

Trail Maids. Most placed simple ads including basic information such as addresses and phone 

numbers for their businesses along with their logos; River Bank & Trust specifically 

congratulates one of the girls with a personalized ad and photo of her, including the information 

for their Mobile office and the logo at the bottom of the ad. All of the business ads have a few 

things in common: they are showing support from the wider community and lending legitimacy 

to the organization by putting their names and money into this endeavor. They would not show 

this level of care and effort if they did not support the organization’s goals and image, which is 

now linked with their own. Furthermore, these businesses all seem to be white-owned, and no 

black-owned businesses are featured in the calendar. It seems that either the black business 

community does not want to be associated with the Trail Maids, or that they were never asked to 

advertise in the calendar in the first place. In total, these advertisements send the message that it 

is not only the people who know and love these girls who believe in the Trail Maids; Mobile’s 

white business community is also proud of this symbol of their community.  

The Trail Maid Dress 

 The best known symbol marking a Trail Maid is her dress, a custom-made and period-

inspired costume complete with a hoop skirted dress, special undergarments, and matching 

accessories. While the Trail Maids all receive a simple t-shirt in their dress color to use as their 

uniform for volunteer activities, they rarely wear them, and the organization is inherently tied to 
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the dress itself, both economically and symbolically. Each girl is required to purchase the ten 

parts of the complete costume herself, including “an antebellum dress over a hoop; a hat; a 

parasol; gauntlets; a cummerbund; a bow with a sash; pantaloons; a long-line bra; shoes dyed to 

match the dress; and a faux fur-lined cape” (Matthews, 2015). The materials alone must be 

purchased from the Trail organization itself and are then transformed into the dresses Mobilians 

know and love by skilled dressmakers, who usually charge a base fee of $3,000. From there, 

each girl can decide how detailed she wants her dress to be, as long as her design fits within the 

Trail’s strict specifications; the average total cost is around $6,000, but can range up to $10,000 

for those who pay extra for pearling and fine embroidery. Furthermore, these dresses are the first 

things that come to mind for Mobilians who think about the Trail Maids; like a uniform, they 

mark the girls as belonging to the organization. But what does the actual style of the dress say 

about the Trail Maids, and how does it impact audience interpretation of the organization when 

placed within site-specific contexts?  

 The fashions that come to mind when we think of antebellum Southern belles actually 

come from fashion plates originating in France and England during the 1800s. These styles 

“centered around traditional Victorian hoop skirts, grandly embellished with ribbons and bows” 

(Michigan State University Lab for Education and Advancement in Digital Research, n.d.), and 

these elaborate designs were therefore costly, allowing elites to show off their wealth and 

privilege through dress. Keeping up with the latest trends was vital to maintaining the family’s 

reputation, and “As an expression of gentility…A wealthy father could supply his daughter with 

an education, books, and the most fashionable attire” (Roberts, 2002). The wealthiest women in 

the South at the time could afford to travel to Europe and purchase the newest fashions for 

themselves, or at least bring the designs back and commission them from dressmakers in the 
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United States. The Trail Maids of today are not interested in the latest fashion, but appropriating 

a specific, purposefully outdated design that communicates their commitment to tradition and 

their loyalty to this popular image of the Old South.  

Specifically, the Trail Maids silhouette itself is inspired by fashions which come from 

“the end of the 1850s when the crinoline helped to create the large bell-shaped skirts so many 

associate with this period” (Wass & Fandrich, 2010). During this era, a small waist was 

considered the height of fashion and was achieved through the use of corsets, while the huge 

skirts contributed to the illusion of a smaller midsection. Most women would have worn very 

conservative clothing and a slightly smaller hoop during the day as they went about their 

business. By the 1850s, “the parasol was essential to any woman traveling out of doors” (Wass & 

Fandrich, 2010). Since pale skin was the beauty ideal, it was achieved through the use of this 

accessory along with hats and day clothes which covered as much of the body as possible. The 

high necklines and long sleeves also preserved a woman’s reputation of chastity; wearing low-

cut evening gowns during the day would have been considered unseemly during this era 

(Michigan State University Lab for Education and Advancement in Digital Research, n.d.).  

Evening fashions were more elaborate and featured the drop shoulders, low necklines, 

and larger hoop skirts that the Trail Maids emulate today. Whether for day or evening, a dress at 

this time could either be one piece or consist of a detached bodice and skirt; this latter design is 

utilized by the Trail Maids, who start the dressing process by changing into a longline bra, 

pantaloons, and the bodice before adding the hoop and many layers of skirts. Since commercial 

hair dye was not invented until the early 1900s, antebellum women would have lived with their 

own natural hair colors; instead, they experimented with braided hairstyles, using “Large 
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decorative combs and jeweled hair pins” (Wass & Fandrich, 2010) to accessorize and complete 

the look.  

As I stated before, the Trail Maid dress itself takes after the more relatively risqué 

evening fashions, with dropped shoulders and five foot bell-shaped hoops. While every girl 

designs a unique dress, each is a cacophony of ruffles; the amount and length of the ruffles is up 

to the girl, but they are a requirement of the dress code. A wide ribbon wraps around the girl’s 

waist and is tied into a large bow which sits on the small of her back, the tails laying across the 

ruffles on the back of the dress. Ruffles and ribbons might not have looked exactly like this back 

then, but they would have been considered extra embellishments during antebellum times, 

signaling the girls’ extreme wealth and the family’s status. Their accessories take after day 

fashions of the era, with tiny parasols usually seen placed in the crook of the elbow and wide-

brimmed sun hats complete with matching ribbons securing them to the head with a bow under 

the chin. Both accessories are a plethora of more ruffles. The uniform also includes tiny 

fingerless gloves called gauntlets, which consist of a thin mesh at the hand and end in more 

ruffles at the wrist. These gloves can be embroidered, and if you look closely, you can see some 

of the girls have monogrammed theirs, the true mark of a Southern girl.  

Each girl’s entire outfit is monochrome, and the five available colors are peach, yellow, 

green, blue, and lavender, with the queen of the court being the only girl who wears pink. The 

Trail Maids say “The five colors represent Spring'' (Matthews 2015) and reflect the many colors 

of the azalea flowers for which they are named. Ten girls wear each of the five colors, the 

calendar shows them in groups of five with one of each of the five colors represented in each 

photo. In the photos, these colors help them stand out against any background; even when the 

location is not particularly dark, the eye is drawn to the bright colors of the girls’ dresses, just as 
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people’s eyes are during events. In choosing colors and ruffled styles reminiscent of Mobile’s 

ubiquitous azalea flowers, the Azalea Trail Maids emphasize their connection to the land and 

their city, becoming part of the background as they match the scenery around them. 

 The dress itself is not completely period accurate; first, the dyes needed to create the 

dresses’ vibrant colors would not have been available to 1850s women, and second, the 

explosion of ruffles and mismatch of day and night wear would have been considered gauche 

and improper. However, in the modern context of trying to mimic the azalea flower, these 

changes make sense for the Trail Maids while still honoring the general shape and style of the 

period. Now that we have explored the visual elements of the calendar, we can move on to 

consider the rhetorical implications of the decision to reference this style in the first place. 

Ideology & Implications 

 The 2021 Azalea Trail Maid calendar presents a group of girls who embody the 

stereotype of the Southern belle; in fact, if you Google image search “Southern belle”, a photo of 

the Trail Maids is among the first results. No one can deny that the dresses are beautiful creations 

crafted by skilled professionals, but they reference a period and persona which cannot be 

disentangled from the horrors of slavery. As I established in my literature review, antebellum 

Southern women were not simply married to or mothers of slaveholders, but held slaves 

themselves. The 1850s trends which inspire the Trail Maids’ look would only have been 

available to these elite women with the highest socio-economic status of that time and place. 

People of color would never have worn these designs, although they probably helped create and 

maintain the clothing, repairing any signs of wear and tear on the gowns. Today, the 2021 

calendar shows girls of all different skin tones wearing these antebellum-inspired gowns, faces in 

a wide range of hues smiling out from under wide-brimmed hats. However, inclusion is not 
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evidence that racial parity has been achieved. Far more white girls than girls of color are 

represented in the 2020-2021 court, and the images unreflexively center antebellum aesthetics 

and architecture historically connected to white supremacy. That year, there were only five Black 

girls on the court of fifty, only one of whom openly shows her curly hair in her calendar photo. 

The inclusion of five women of color is more than many previous years, but rather than 

destabilizing implicit whiteness, it reifies traditional white codes of appearance and behavior. 

This communicates that only those Black girls who adhere to strict codes of behavior and 

appearance are granted membership to this elite group.  

 And indeed, all of the girls, regardless of race, must exhibit poise and perfect manners at 

all times. These white standards of decorum are connected to the “civilizing mission” which 

served as a convenient excuse for colonizers looking to exploit native populations in Africa, 

Asia, and Australia for economic and political gain. These powerful white individuals argued 

that they were not abusing the people of color they interacted with, but bringing Christianity and 

the “correct”, civil way to behave to the natives. According to Liebersohn (2016), the civilizing 

mission “embodied the simplification of diverse peoples and historical experiences into 

conceptual boxes like ‘savage’ and ‘barbaric’” (p. 383). These standards of behavior have 

become common practice in the South, beginning years ago when white slaveowners taught 

manners to enslaved Black people. While they are now commonplace and do not in themselves 

cause harm to anyone, they represent another facet of this ideology; the perfect Trail Maid must 

adhere to them at all times, lest she be dismissed as uncouth and unfit to join this organization. 

We can see this level of control in their photos, all of which are carefully posed and show 

the girls with placid smiles. There is no exuberance or spontaneity in the photos, no indication 

that anyone has made them laugh; they are simply happy to be there taking this picture at this 
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moment. Although members of the Trail Maids often profess a profound sisterhood, the images 

function to limit expressions of female solidarity because they do not acknowledge one another’s 

presence. They might be there as a group, but this is each girl’s moment to shine, and she must 

focus on the camera in front of her to succeed. There is also minimal outside interaction with the 

residents of their city, and when they do, these moments are managed as well. It is as if the girls 

in this calendar are porcelain dolls in their expensive dresses. Like a toy too precious to play 

with, they are placed apart from the public in these photographs, as if their spell of tranquility 

could be broken if others were introduced. They are placed in an alternate Mobile, no longer a 

bustling city but an empty backdrop against which they always look good. No matter where they 

go, from healthcare clinics to the University of South Alabama to an antebellum home, they are 

always welcomed and supported as true daughters of the city. Yet they are also so important and 

valuable that for the sake of these photos, they are set apart from the crowds to be admired from 

afar.  

 As we flip through the calendar, we get a true understanding of how these girls are 

presented to their fellow Mobilians. They are constituted as the best and brightest, as people who 

have achieved something extraordinary; of course these locations would be honored to host 

them, since they worked so hard to get to this moment. It is not just their families who support 

their desire to join this organization, but their entire surrounding community legitimizing their 

interest in the program. According to this calendar, the Azalea Trail Maids are adored for their 

immense personal achievements and leadership in their community, and many people want to 

either interact with them or be like them. The social capital available to these girls seems like a 

good deal, but it also comes with a price: sticking to the approved way of looking and acting at 

all times. As we will see in the next chapter, the Azalea Trail Maids have crystallized these 
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standards of behavior into a rulebook given to each girl, the instructions behind the resulting 

calendar.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: BEING (SOUTHERN) LADYLIKE 

 To become an Azalea Trail Maid, thousands of teenage girls in Mobile embark on a 

rigorous two-stage interview process every year, beginning around September of their junior 

year with school interviews and culminating in the final county-wide interviews in November or 

early December. The fifty girls who make it into this elite organization begin their Trail journeys 

by learning the dos and don’ts of the role; they must attend several meetings in the spring of their 

junior years before they begin their tenure in the summer before their senior year. These 

meetings include the dress checks mentioned in Chapter Three, information sessions on the trips 

they will take in the coming year, and training sessions, where they learn how to actually do the 

job. During this process, they are given a rulebook which dictates how they should behave 

during their tenure as a Trail Maid. The document I will examine in this case study is a recent 

graduating class’s rule book titled “Rules for Azalea Trail 2017-2018,” which was given to me 

by one of the women who participated in the qualitative portion of this thesis. I received pictures 

of the rule book’s two pages from this participant with her permission to use it in the study. We 

will see that the rhetorical messages contained in the rule book are vital in creating and 

maintaining the organization’s desired image for the Trail Maids by constituting acceptable and 

unacceptable behavior for these young Southern women.  

The rulebook governs a wide range of behaviors and situations common to the Trail Maid 

experience. It starts simple, with rules that seem fairly obvious to the people who signed up to do 

this job, such as to attend all the appearances you are given. The rulebook also contends with the 

attention-consuming menace of smartphones, telling the girls “NO CELL PHONES OUT AT 
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APPEARANCES” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 1) and instead to focus their duty to  “SMILE 

and SOCIALIZE with EVERYONE at the appearance” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 1). It goes 

on to remind them that they “are the belles of the ball (no matter how big or small the event may 

be)” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 1); people are often excited to see and talk to them, and the 

Trail Maids must match this energy at every appearance. These are the most basic elements of 

being a Trail Maid: showing up, being present in that space, and enhancing every event they 

attend by being welcoming and helpful to people. These expectations create an organizational 

culture of hospitality wherein the girls are expected to perform emotional labor through these 

positive interactions with guests at events (Sass, 2000).  

The rulebook also goes on to encourage positive and encouraging feelings among the 

Trail Maids, stating “You are all Trail sisters now. If you see or hear of anything negative about 

another girl, do not fuel the fire, and support one another” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 2). This 

rule is one of the keys to understanding the Trail experience because these girls do spend a lot of 

time together, whether it be at events, on trips, or outside of the organization’s activities, and it is 

truly admirable for the organization to encourage the girls to create friendships right from the 

beginning of their time on the court. However, it is telling that the adults want Trail Maids to 

remain quiet about the girls in their cohort instead of speaking up for one another, creating a 

sisterhood of silence.  

My analysis of this artifact began with identifying directly stated commonalities within 

the rules before reading between the lines to the unspoken messages given to the girls about the 

ways a proper Trail Maid should act. This rule book reveals that there is much more that goes 

into being an Azalea Trail Maid than one might think at first glance. The Trail organization uses 

its strict rules to limit participation of people who do not fit its ideal model of the young 
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Southern lady and to control the behavior of its members once they join. In this case study, we 

will investigate the rhetorical elements of a specific standard of beauty, a focus on modesty, 

surveillance of the girls’ behavior, and expectations of a high level of personal responsibility. 

Natural & Uniform Beauty 

 The Trail Maid organization has an image to uphold. As role models for an entire 

community of young women and girls, the members of this elite cohort are expected to do their 

part in maintaining that image, and one of the ways they do this is through creating a level of 

uniformity among the girls’ physical appearances. Of course, their dresses have to meet exacting 

standards, such as ruffle minimums and maximums, and they do get to customize the design of 

their dresses within the confines of the dress code. Once their gowns have been approved, they 

“must have all the pieces of the dress to attend an appearance, this includes your longline bra, 

shoes, pantaloons, bodice, all pieces of the dress itself, gauntlets, hat, hat ties, and parasol” 

(Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 1). This rule lines up with those in similar positions, such as 

professional dancers or athletes whose jobs involve some level of physical performance and a 

specific uniform. In the Trail Maids’ case, their ensemble is so identifiable that every element is 

considered necessary for each appearance.  

In addition to following these uniform guidelines, the girls themselves also have to follow 

strict guidelines about the way they look, which cover piercings, hair color, and nail color. This 

lines up with nineteenth century beauty ideals for middle-class white women. In a time when 

crime and social mobility were on the rise, these women crafted a “cult of sincerity”, which 

argued that “By embodying cultural guidelines for looking pure and acting right, women were 

able to demonstrate their sincerity and their inner goodness” (Cain, 2008, p. 34). Purity was 
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demonstrated not just through these women’s behavior, but also through an “aversion to artiface” 

(Cain, 2008, p. 45), including hair dyes, heavy makeup, and other “unnatural” beauty practices.  

The Trail Maids continue to follow an updated version of these guidelines today; they are 

not allowed to wear jewelry while fulfilling their duties, “No rings, no necklaces, no bracelets, 

no additional piercings to be displayed during an appearance” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 1). 

The “additional piercings” refers to nose, tongue, and upper ear piercings. Again, the Trail Maids 

are expected to have a certain look, and it seems that the Trail organization believes these 

embellishments will detract from that standard or possibly distract from the dress itself. The only 

exceptions to this rule are “small studs, including pearl earrings. Only to be worn in one hole in 

each ear” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 1). By building this exception into the rules, the Trail 

Maids have carved out a space for those people who fit conventional definitions of feminine 

piercing. The body part most women get pierced is the ear lobe, so much so that traditional 

earrings are a part of everyday life for many American women. The Trail Maids are forbidden 

from showing nose, upper ear, and other facial piercings and are instead encouraged to conform 

to this traditional feminine beauty practice. In this way, much like pageant contestants, the Trail 

Maids must stick to an image that projects “wholesome typicality and respectable femininity” 

(Banet-Weiser, 1999, p. 41), following a beauty standard that encourages them to look like 

everyone else. 

The 2017-2018 rulebook also governs the hair and nail colors of the Trail Maids. Rule K 

states that “Your hair color should look natural” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 1), denying them 

the opportunity to express themselves through dying their hair however they want. Natural colors 

such as brown, blonde, black, and certain shades of red would be allowed under this mandate, 

but if a girl wanted to dye her hair blue, pink, or fire truck red, she would be reprimanded. The 
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Trail organization also stipulates that  “The only nail polish allowed is light pink, clear, nude, or 

French” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 1). These common colors match with any outfit and would 

not clash with the Trail Maid dresses, but a more flashy manicure is not permitted. This level of 

control of members’ appearances is reminiscent of that used in sorority rush at universities 

around the country; as Margaret Freeman states in her book Women of Discriminating Taste: 

White Sororities and the Making of American Ladyhood (2020), “The chapters’ control of 

members’ behavior and appearance… was crucial to the image that a chapter wished to present” 

(p. 83). Similarly, the Trail organization clearly has a specific image it wants its members to 

project, and its leaders make adhering to this image part of the official rules a girl must follow if 

she wants to become a Trail Maid. 

Each of these rules constrains the range of expression available to these young girls, 

insisting that they conform to a conservative, natural image which dates back to the antebellum 

era. Since it can be a time-consuming and costly process to do and un-do some of these cosmetic 

procedures, such as dying one’s hair or getting a manicure, these rules regarding their physical 

appearances carry over into their everyday lives. Each Trail Maid attends several events both 

during the school week and on weekends, leaving them with little time to experiment with bodily 

self-expression between events. In this way, the organization sets the standard for what the 

Southern woman must look like, telling women in the Mobile community to accept their natural 

appearance and stick to this approved look. 

Modesty 

 As we noted in the previous chapter, the Trail Maid costume has many pieces to it, 

including all of the undergarments, the several layers of the dress itself, and the required 

accessories. It is meant to reflect the style of antebellum dresses, and the rulebook states that, as 
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in most roles with a specific uniform or costume, Trail Maids “must have all the pieces” (Azalea 

Trail Maids, 2017, p. 1) to attend their appearances. With all the many pieces, these costumes are 

quite modest, covering up most of the body except the arms, neck, and shoulders, due to the 

period style drop sleeves of the dress. Without the skirt though, Trail Maids are still totally 

covered in the bodice and pantaloons, which are basically period-inspired pants worn underneath 

the dress. They are also a functional piece of clothing; Trail Maids can drive to events in their 

bodice and pantaloons, which feature interchangeable pockets for the girls to hold their keys, 

wallets, and phones, and provide the girls freedom to customize because they are hidden from 

the public.  

The Trail organization seems very focused on keeping the Trail Maids covered at all 

times. The rulebook insists that they “DO NOT WALK AROUND IN YOUR LONGLINE BRA 

TO GET READY” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 1), referring to the strapless and, again, period-

inspired bra the girls must wear under their bodices. I do not know many high school girls who 

would want to walk around in public in their normal bras; indeed, such conduct in normal 

settings would be considered inappropriate, so why does the organization feel the need to 

emphasize this rule specifically? The rulebook also enforces modesty on the girls’ social media 

accounts and commands that there will be “NO snapshots of you in the bathtub with bath bombs” 

(Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 2), referring to a trend on Instagram and Snapchat wherein girls 

take pictures of their legs surrounded by the opaque and colored water. Most of the time, when 

girls do this trend, the knees are the only part of the body visible as the rest of it is under the 

water, and any private areas are not even in the frame of the photo. Therefore, no one sees 

inappropriate body parts in the majority of these pictures, but even the slightest indication of 
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nudity is too much for the Trail Maids. It undermines the picture of innocence and virginity that 

the Trail Maids must exude; after all, they are Maids, not Trail Matrons.  

One common occurrence is that Trail Maids will take and post pictures in or walk around 

in their bodice and pantaloons, the equivalent of a shirt with a drop sleeve and pants. Their 

bodies are totally covered in this scenario, and as I said before, the pantaloons are the part of the 

costume that they get to have the most fun with and are often customized with their initials, 

crosses and Bible verses, and references to family members or their interests. Considering how 

much effort and money they spend designing these fancy pants, it makes sense that they like to 

show them off sometimes. Since the Trail Maids are no longer forced to drive in the full hoop 

skirt, a requirement which was eliminated in the 1990s, this is what the girls wear as they drive 

to and arrive at the parking lots of events. They then have to put their hoop, the layers of the 

skirt, and all accessories on in the parking lot before they enter. However, the Trail organization 

instructs, “It is inappropriate to wear your pantaloons and bodice in public” (Azalea Trail Maids, 

2017, p. 1), telling them that they cannot go out to eat or run an errand before or after events in 

this getup. They rationalize this by telling the girls that the bodice and pantaloons “are 

considered your undergarments” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 1), and in the 1850s, no 

respectable Southern belle would walk around with so little clothing. However, this is not the 

1850s, and just a few rules earlier, they implied that the bodice and pantaloons are not the basic 

undergarments of the costume. These girls have to put on underwear and the longline bra first, 

making these the undergarments, and they typed out that rule about not wearing these articles of 

clothing in public in all capital letters, highlighting it as extremely important. It seems that for 

the Trail Maids, wearing a shirt and long pants is not enough to preserve the organization’s 

reputation because these adults continue to follow an antebellum code of modesty. If the girls are 
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going to wear the whole ensemble, then they must also ascribe to that era’s ideals about modesty, 

wherein even seeing an uncovered ankle would have been considered lewd.  

Finally, rule D is “NO BOYFRIENDS/FRIENDS at an appearance” (Azalea Trail Maids, 

2017, p. 1). These events are not times to socialize with people the girls already know, but a 

chance to interact with Mobile’s residents, so it makes sense that the organization would want to 

discourage meet-ups between Trail Maids and friends at appearances. We also know that the 

Trail Maids are held to a high standard of modesty; their very name suggests a virginal status, 

which is supported by the conservative costume. After all, the hoop skirt itself is five feet wide, 

making it a little difficult to get physically close to the girls. Having a boyfriend at an appearance 

undermines this image of innocence and availability, even if the relationship is new or the couple 

is not very physically affectionate. In a patriarchal society, the very presence of a boy implies 

ownership over the girl in question, which is not acceptable for Trail Maids while they are on 

duty. Furthermore, the fact that the rulebook specifically prohibits boyfriends but not girlfriends 

from coming to events presumes heterosexuality; it affirms a standard of heteronormativity and 

implies that Trail Maids are not members of the LGBTQ+ community, or that if they are, they 

should keep that to themselves. As we will see in the next section, the Trail organization invests 

considerable time and energy into ensuring that these rules will be followed.  

Surveillance of the Trail Maids 

 Since the Trail organization has made such a big investment of time and energy into 

finding and training the perfect elite group of fifty girls to represent their city, they naturally 

want to ensure that those girls follow the rules and guidelines laid out for them. Each small group 

of five girls is assigned an advisor, who might or might not be a former Trail Maid herself. While 

the specific duties of these adults have fluctuated in recent years, they are generally there to be a 
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resource for the girls throughout their Trail journey. Depending on the year, that job may or may 

not include going to events with the girls, but they are always assigned with observing the girls’ 

progress and ensuring that they do not misbehave. However, it is not enough for the girls to 

perform well when they are on duty; even off duty, they are representing the organization and the 

city through their conduct both in the physical world and on social media.  

In addition to requirement that they check that year’s Trail Maid Facebook page daily, 

the 2017-2018 rulebook stipulates that all Trail Maids “must find/follow your Head Advisor and 

President on all social media” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 2), both of whom will also follow 

them back, making them privy to any posts made by the girls. The Trail Maids are also told that 

“If any other advisor/Jaycee [Junior Chamber of Commerce] member requests to follow you on 

any site, you must accept their request” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 1), creating an 

environment where the girls are monitored at all times by the adults in the organization. The girls 

can be reported for bad behavior by any of these people, which can lead to disciplinary action or 

their removal from that year’s court. Specifically, the rulebook states that these adults are on the 

lookout for “drinking/partying/drugs/anything risqué in appearance” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, 

p. 2). The girls are under the legal drinking age and engaging in drug use is illegal in Alabama, 

so they should not break the law in their free time. However, the rulebook does not define what 

constitutes “partying” or “risqué” appearance, leaving that to the discretion of whoever is at the 

top of the organization. The Trail organization serves as a sort of pleasure police for the Trail 

Maids; by barring them from posting anything “risqué”, the adults ensure that their online 

presence remains that of innocent, proper young ladies. They remind the girls that “You all 

signed social media contracts with Trail” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 2), which we do not 

know the content of and might shed some more light on the specifics of these rules.  
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Overall, these warnings give the rule book’s reader a sense that the organization does not 

trust these high-achieving girls to follow the rules, instead resorting to constant surveillance of 

their behavior to protect their brand’s image. The Trail Maids must be on duty all the time, 

knowing that their behavior is being monitored and that any misstep could cost them this 

opportunity. On the other hand, we shall see in the next section that the Trail organization 

expects much from these high school seniors and places a great amount of responsibility on their 

shoulders as they do their jobs. 

Personal Responsibility 

 The Azalea Trail Maids are always in their senior year of high school, young women who 

are on the cusp of moving on to a new stage of life which grants them more freedom but also 

hands them more choices and responsibility. The Trail organization seems aware of these 

circumstances in some ways, acknowledging that the girls are able to make choices and do things 

for themselves as opposed to relying on parents or other adults. They encourage the girls to be 

mindful of the time commitment they have made, explaining that “As soon as you find out you 

cannot attend an appearance is when you need to start looking for a replacement, no waiting until 

the last minute” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 2). Furthermore, for each Trail Maid, “IT IS 

YOUR RESPONSIBILITY TO FIND A REPLACEMENT” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 1),  

and the instructions to do so comprise an entire subsection of the rulebook. The organization 

acknowledges that sometimes they make mistakes and double book the girls or assign them 

appearances during times they are unavailable, but rectifying those situations is the girls’ duty. 

They also ask the Trail Maids to check their emails and that year’s cohort Facebook group every 

day as “Last minute appearances will be posted daily to the Facebook page” (Azalea Trail Maids, 
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2017, p. 2). Overall, these rules ask the Trail Maids to be responsible and mindful as they carry 

out their duties.  

While we have seen that the Trail Maids encourage personal responsibility and treat the 

girls like working adults with a job to do, they also neglect the fact that they are still minors who 

need some supervision to ensure their safety as they work in the public sphere. There is only one 

rule related to health or safety: “MAKE SURE TO STAY HYDRATED DURING 

APPEARANCES” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 1). This one makes perfect sense, since the girls 

are sometimes expected to stand in the Mobile summer heat for hours, and with all those layers, 

the dresses are extremely hot and heavy. The organization advises them to drink lots of water 

and eat before events; they want “No swooning Trail Maids on our watch” (Azalea Trail Maids, 

2017, p. 1). However, there are no rules related to safety other than this hydration reminder. The 

rulebook states that the Trail Maids should talk to “EVERYONE” at events, but it does not say 

what to do if a person is making them uncomfortable or asking them inappropriate questions. I 

want to emphasize that these are teenage girls who are being told that they need to be nice to 

everyone, who might not know how to react in such situations or might fear causing a scene. In 

my qualitative interviews, which I will analyze in more detail in the next case study, this exact 

type of situation came up in conversation; several participants recalled people coming up to them 

and making inappropriate requests during events. They then had to extract themselves from the 

conversation as nicely as possible in order to avoid causing a scene. Therefore, the organization 

should have some guidelines on how the Trail Maids can divert such questions or signal to an 

adult that they need to be extracted from a situation.  

The Trail Maids are also old enough to drive themselves to events, and many of them do 

so, navigating the city on their own after school or on the weekends. As I had mentioned 
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previously, they are often expected to put on the hoopskirt and accessories in an event’s parking 

lot, since they are supposed to walk into a venue fully dressed. In fact, the rulebook tells them 

that if they arrive at an event without their longline bra, bodice, and pantaloons on, they should 

“take all three with you into a restroom to change into your bra/bodice/pantaloons, then walk 

back to your car to finish putting on your dress” (Azalea Trail Maids, 2017, p. 1). Changing in 

parking lots does not seem like the safest advice for young people, especially considering that 

Mobile is a bustling city and that many of their events are in the busy downtown area. 

Furthermore, these are seventeen and eighteen year olds who might not know the entire city’s 

geography that well and could get lost on their way to an appearance, and there are no safety 

resources listed to call if they are in an area where they feel unsafe or lost. Of course, these 

resources might be available to the girls in a different document or could have been verbally 

given to them, but it would behoove the organization to include safety rules and tips in multiple 

documents so that the Trail Maids can have them at their fingertips in case of an emergency. 

Otherwise, they are sending these girls out on their own into potentially dangerous situations. 

Ideology & Implications 

According to the 2017-2018 rulebook, the ideal Trail Maid has a very specific look and 

holds herself to a standard of behavior which sets her apart from other girls her age. She adheres 

to a standard of natural beauty and conforms to typical feminine beauty ideals, never going 

outside of that norm by expressing herself through experimentation with her hair, nails, and 

piercings. The Trail Maid is conservative in her appearance, never posting anything that might be 

considered too revealing on social media. She does not mind being watched by the adults in the 

Trail organization because she has nothing to hide. She is also a responsible person who keeps 

track of her Trail dress and is ready for each and every appearance, always greeting guests with a 
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smile and never complaining. She would never walk around in her undergarments, always 

bringing a change of clothes for after an event if she has somewhere to go afterwards, and does 

not bring men to appearances. Instead, she drives herself to events, never relying on outsiders to 

help her do her duty.   

This image of the perfect Trail Maid is an extremely difficult standard to meet, and it 

does not allow for mistakes, with the threat of being expelled from the organization looming over 

the heads of girls who do not comply. It discourages girls who might want to experiment with 

their physical appearance or with partying from joining, even if they might be capable of taking 

on the responsibility of being a Trail Maid. For the girls who make the decision to become Trail 

Maids, these standards put pressure on them to perform a very specific form of femininity in 

order to be accepted not only by their Trail sisters and the organization’s adults but also by the 

public at large, who seem to play a role in policing the girls’ behavior as well. The anxiety to live 

up to this ideal can be harmful for these girls who are already going through a challenging time 

during their final two years of high school as they transition into young adulthood.  

On the one hand, the organization seems happy to put the responsibility to make these 

appearances great on these young girls, telling them they are responsible for getting there 

themselves and for ensuring that their schedules are correct. However, the adults running the 

organization also seem to believe that these teenage girls are all sexually promiscuous party 

animals and that they need to curb this clearly morally repugnant behavior by monitoring the 

girls at all times. After all, the Trail Maids seem to serve as vestal virgins for the city of Mobile; 

no men are allowed to be at events with them, leaving them as public property, and the public 

does not want young girls who have experimented with sexuality to represent their city. At the 

end of the day, it does not matter what the girls want, if they feel uncomfortable or unsafe; their 
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role is to serve their community by fitting into the ideal forced upon them because what actually 

matters is what the people of Mobile want. These are the needs that are put first, not those of the 

Trail Maids who sacrifice their time, energy, and in some ways, their individuality to make other 

people feel at home in Mobile.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: “I WANTED TO BE LIKE THEM”: FORMER AZALEA TRAIL MAIDS’ 
FEELINGS ABOUT THE ORGANIZATION 

Once a Trail Maid, always a Trail Maid. The identity and feeling of belonging to an elite 

group does not leave members once they graduate from high school and from the program itself. 

The Trail organization only accepts exceptional girls to join its ranks, and these women go on to 

do exciting things with their lives, whether they move across the state and across the country or 

remain close to Mobile. Former Maids still feel a strong connection to their city and, as we will 

soon see, have strong positive memories tied to their enormous keepsakes from the program, the 

dresses themselves. In fact, one Trail Maid said in an interview with AL.com, “‘I tell my family 

all the time that if there's a fire, I'll sacrifice my wedding dress’” (Matthews, 2015). I chose to 

incorporate a qualitative case study because I wanted to learn the answers to questions like how 

dresses from their senior year of high school could mean so much to these women. The 

participants in my study are all former Trail Maids, and their experiences and feelings about the 

Trail organization are valuable because they give us insight into why the program appealed to 

them, how the organization operates, and the impact being a Trail Maid had on them.  

My research question for this thesis investigates how the Azalea Trail Maids 

communicate ideals of Southern femininity; my first two case studies explored this question 

through rhetorical analysis of some of the organization’s materials, one public and one 

organizational. While these two case studies were valuable in evaluating the Trail Maids’ 

ideology, I also wanted to hear from women who had participated in this unique tradition. This 
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final case study will investigate my research question from a qualitative standpoint. I spoke to 22 

former Trail Maids to complete this study, conducting semi-structured individual interviews 

from August 2021 to January 2022. My participants identified as 72% white and 28% Black and 

ranged in age from 19 to 49. They were Trail Maids from the graduating classes of 1991 to 2021. 

These 22 interviews were audio recorded and transcribed, resulting in 298 pages of single-spaced 

data, which I then analyzed using emergent thematic analysis. I identified six distinct themes: the 

Trail Maids representing idealized Southern femininity, avoidance of “negative” attributes in the 

selection process, a dichotomy between outsiders’ and Mobile residents’ perspectives on the 

Trail Maid dress, the dress as memory for former members, former members recommending 

participation to younger girls, and a desire for organizational change. In this chapter, I will 

discuss each of these themes and finish with a discussion of my findings, including the two 

personal-enacted identity gaps I discovered as described by the Communication Theory of 

Identity. The chapter’s final section will end with recommendations based on these findings for 

the Azalea Trail organization to implement, some limitations of this study, and suggestions for 

future studies.  

Trail Maids as Idealized Southern Femininity 

 The traits the participants saw as essential in a Trail Maid lined up with those they 

associated with Southern femininity. The final two questions of the interview protocol were, how 

do you define a Southern woman? Do you think the Trail Maids fit that definition? The 

participants overwhelmingly agreed that the Trail Maids fit their personal definitions of what it 

means to be a Southern woman. These traits befitting of both a Trail Maid and a Southern 

woman tended to fall into four main categories, and the first was that a Southern woman is 

hospitable, welcoming, and can talk to anyone. Indeed, as early as the colonial era, women 
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helped define the practices we associate with Southern hospitality today; while visitors might 

have traditionally associated a home with the man of the house, they recognized that rituals such 

as fine meals and good housekeeping were “the fruits of women’s domestic labor” (Kierner, 

1996, p. 454). While the Trail Maids might not prepare and offer food to guests at events, they 

continue this tradition of evolving the definition of Southern hospitality for their community. 

Daisy called this “probably the defining feature” of Southern womanhood, and the program 

teaches the girls to be paragons of hospitality. As ambassadors, their job is to welcome the 

public, whether that be residents of Mobile or guests coming from out of town, into their city and 

to teach them about what makes it such a great place to live, work, and visit. We saw in Chapter 

5’s discussion of the Trail Maid rule book that the guests are put first in every interaction, which 

was reflected in these interviews. According to Viola, a Trail Maid “really makes everyone feel 

like family, even if they just met.” This mandate means that the girls are told to keep each 

interaction positive and to engage people who want to talk to them in intelligent conversation; 

this was important to many of these women, who said that they enjoyed talking to guests and 

learning about one another’s lives in these conversations. Magnolia even said that “There were 

some appearances where my voice was really sore afterwards, and that was sort of a sign of a job 

well done.” In this way, the Trail Maids learn how to talk to anyone and model what Southern 

hospitality looks like for their community. 

 The participants also saw a Southern woman as containing both kindness and strength in 

equal measure. They talked about how kind and supportive their Trail sisters were, but also that 

the program helps to create “strong women who have their seat at the table,” said Begonia. 

Several of them talked about the conservative political and cultural climate of the South, which 

they saw as creating a tendency to limit what women consider possible for themselves and what 
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others expect of them. Hyacinth said that because of this, Southern women, especially women of 

color, “conquer hell and everything else just to live on a daily basis.” She went on to say that this 

trait was especially important in Trail Maids, who do not have the option of getting angry during 

rude or uncomfortable interactions with members of the public. The girls are told that doing so 

would reflect badly on the organization and themselves, so Hyacinth states that “you have to 

have the gall to be able to stand up for yourself and not just take it lying down, but also be 

graceful in doing it.” Larkspur also explained this balance of traits as evinced by Southern 

women: 

“A lot of people think or see women who act Southern like the Trail Maids and how polite 

and how sweet we are, and they really just think that we’re kind of meek, kind of pushovers. 

It’s not us being polite at all costs. It’s us being polite in spite of what’s going on. Like 

being able to maintain our composure and for the most part be respectful while still being 

ladylike.” 

In this way, Southern women are taught to know their worth and speak their mind, but the thing 

that distinguishes them from empowered women in other areas of the country is the importance 

placed on always being kind. This regional quality lines up with a tradition of seeing women’s 

anger as something to be reviled; on the one hand, “femininity demands the suppression of anger 

while masculinity rewards its expression, and whereby angry women are hysterical harpies but 

angry men—white men, at any rate—are heroes” (Cep, 2018). Southern women seem to have 

developed this strategy of covering up their anger with polite tones and witty turns of phrase to 

survive in a world where becoming visibly angry can be dangerous for a woman.  

To be unkind is to be un-Southern, and this ability to stand one’s ground while staying 

sweet and palatable to the people around them is a hallmark of the region’s women. Of course, it 
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is not always easy to keep calm in difficult situations, but Myrtle said that being a Trail Maid 

helped her develop this trait just by the nature of the job. She said, “it’s hard to wear those 

dresses and be nice, because they’re 60 pounds and really uncomfortable, and you sweat through 

them, but you still have to be nice and put on a face and suck it up and keep going.” As we can 

see, this ability to put on a smile and keep going in the face of hardship characterizes Southern 

women and the Trail Maids.  

 Another required trait, especially for the Azalea Trail Maids, is intelligence. One of my 

participants was not only a former member but also a sponsor for the high school where she 

taught, and in this role, Petunia runs the school-level selection process, identifying candidates to 

move on to the county-wide interviews. Petunia stated that “the most important thing for me as a 

sponsor is that you value your academics;” indeed, there is an exacting GPA requirement for 

Trail Maids to even interview at the school level. Many Trail Maids therefore agreed that this 

trait is essential to become a member of the organization, but they also identified it as important 

in any Southern woman. For example, Marigold characterized Southern women as “Very curious 

or at the very least knowledgeable or consistently looking for knowledge.” Another participant 

who agreed that intelligence was a common trait among the Southern women she looked up to 

was Jasmine, who went on to say, “I think a Southern woman, any woman honestly, should be 

able to speak their mind for themselves” and “get her point across in a mature, classy way.” Not 

only should a Southern woman be able and encouraged to think and to learn, but they should also 

be able to voice their decisions and opinions, while still abiding by the region’s mandate for 

niceness at all times.  

 A final necessary trait for Trail Maids is a willingness to serve one’s community. The 

Trail Maids see themselves as serving their city by giving people a positive first interaction as 
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they attend events in Mobile, and the program’s judges look for girls who have volunteer and 

leadership experience during the selection process. According to Marigold, “Every girl had 

contributed to the city in some way before becoming a Trail Maid. They had experienced being 

in those positions of helping people and being an important part of the community or figureheads 

in their individual neighborhoods.” Doing this job was not only a way for them to reap the social 

benefits of having Trail on their resume; it was a labor of love for the community that raised 

them. Being a Trail Maid takes a significant amount of time, energy, and money, so as Magnolia 

said, “you have to have a strong sense of civic duty to want to stand for hours on end at these 

appearances and talk to people for hours.” The participants also overwhelmingly saw community 

leadership and service as important traits in a Southern woman, whether that be through their 

church community, their neighborhood, or their city. Lily described a Southern woman as 

“selfless” and said that “if anybody was suffering or struggling, she’d be the first person to reach 

her hand out and help. Somebody who’s engaged and aware of her community and the problems 

surrounding it.” Others also talked about a Southern woman’s willingness to advocate for change 

or speak up when she sees something wrong. These traits create a picture of a well-rounded 

woman who is curious, conscientious, and hospitable with a kind heart and a strong sense of self 

and of civic duty.  

Negative Attributes 

 If there are positive traits which judges search for in potential Trail Maids, there are also 

undesirable ones which the organization avoids. The participants often had starkly different ideas 

about what attributes might have a negative effect on the program’s image, and many of these 

ideas seem to be inspired by the womens’ own experiences of the selection process and of 

working with Trail Maids who they did not have the best relationships with. However, many of 
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them acknowledged that the selection process is imperfect simply by its nature. If a candidate 

can get through the two interviews, a total of maybe 15 minutes of being on their best behavior 

and showing their most positive characteristics and experiences, then someone might make it 

through who was not truly a perfect fit for the role. Participants also recognized that girls who fit 

all the criteria might not be chosen for whatever reason; for example, if a girl is well-prepared 

with a fantastic résumé but has a bad interview, she might be passed over for another girl. It also 

depends on how the other girls do because if someone scores higher than her, she might get 

knocked out of the top 50 that go on to become Trail Maids. However, two distinct 

commonalities emerged when they were asked about undesirable traits in a Trail Maid candidate: 

extreme shyness and a bad reputation. 

 The first negative trait, extreme shyness, was mostly a matter of practicality; since the 

whole job is talking with strangers, the Trail organization naturally does not want anyone so shy 

that they find it painful or awkward to hold a conversation. However, the participants were quick 

to note that this was not an automatic negative for every woman; Mimosa made it clear that this 

was “probably the single most undesirable quality, not in a person, just in a Trail Maid.” Some of 

them also talked about being introverted or naturally quiet people themselves, and this was not 

an obstacle to them being chosen because they did enjoy speaking with others. They simply had 

not experienced this level of interaction with strangers before joining the organization. Hyacinth 

explained that “Speaking from personal experience, you can still be a quiet person but if 

someone comes up and starts a conversation, can you hold that? And if you can’t, you’re not 

gonna get chosen for it.” Other participants talked about this experience making them more 

confident and outgoing people over time, so being more introverted was not an impediment. 

However, being shy was not seen as acceptable in a Trail Maid. 
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 The participants also explained that the organization did not want any girls joining the 

organization who had a bad reputation for partying or promiscuity. This lines up with one of the 

aforementioned rhetorical elements within the rulebook, which stipulates that a Trail Maid 

should be modest at all times, even when she is not on the job. According to Camellia, the adults 

running the organization would not want someone “Trashy” representing their city, and 

especially not someone who was being, in Begonia’s words, “a hoochie-mama on social media.” 

If a candidate was known among classmates and teachers for inappropriate behavior, they would 

probably be rejected at the school level. Larkspur described how this could affect the selection 

process: 

“A Trail Maid’s not supposed to be drinking, a Trail Maid’s not supposed to do drugs… I 

think that’s really important, to keep it off your social media. You don’t want to have a 

reputation for those things because you are going to need teacher recommendations and 

stuff like that to become a Trail Maid.”  

However, as I previously stated, some people did make it through the process without the adults 

and judges finding out about their illegal extra-curricular activities; these are high school girls, 

after all, and even though they are not supposed to be drinking or doing drugs, teenagers often 

find a way to evade authority. While this presents an image problem for the Trail organization, 

Daffodil also saw firsthand how this behavior could present practical problems, explaining that 

“we had girls who on Saturday morning appearances, they wouldn’t show up because they’d 

been partying until 2 o’clock in the morning and they were hungover.” Several participants noted 

that this behavior could be hard on the rest of the girls who then had to cover for their fallen 

comrades.  



 

 
 

73 

 As we saw in the previous chapter, a new Trail Maid has many guidelines she must 

follow with regards to her behavior, one of which is reflected in the participants’ aforementioned 

responses: modesty. Some of the women described feeling surveilled by the organization and the 

community both over social media and in person at events. Orchid explained that “It was pretty 

strict, being a Trail Maid, because it’s such a high honor. Everyone is always watching us, 

especially if they know we’re Trail Maids.” She went on to explain that they also had to be 

mindful of their online presence and social media posts, and Daisy confirmed this when she said, 

“we were definitely being watched.” Participants understood this as being part of the Trail Maid 

experience and knew that if they broke the rules, even if no adults from the organization 

personally saw the infraction, any adult in the community could report on their behavior at any 

time. For example, one of the rules was that the girls could not go out in public before or after 

events wearing only their bodice and pantaloons. Camellia said that some girls “would go out 

and still have their bodice and pantaloons on, and they got ugly texts about it because that was a 

no-no.” In this way, their behavior was monitored and policed at all times to ensure that the girls 

upheld the Trail Maids’ standards. This level of control over these girls is clearly gendered; no 

one would ever think to call a boy a “hoochie-mama” or to watch their social media for 

promiscuity the way the Trail Maids’ accounts are.  

 Overall, these responses painted a picture of what a Trail Maid is not. A Trail Maid must 

be comfortable striking up a conversation with everyone she meets, and she does not engage in 

illegal or inappropriate behavior. If the Trail Maids model idealized Southern femininity to 

young people, then these negative traits are also included in that message. They tell the girls of 

the community that in order to be a proper Southern woman, they have to fit a certain mold, or, if 

they naturally do not, to fake it until they make it.  
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The Dress Dichotomy 

Almost all of this study’s participants recognized the antebellum connotations of the Trail 

Maids’ signature dress, but many still had conflicting feelings about it. A few toed the party line 

by repeating what the organization has always said about the dress: in the words of Viola, it was 

“made to resemble the bloom of the Azalea flower.” Despite its innocuousness, this explanation 

does line up with Mobile’s history; Chrysanthemum explained that “It started off with planting 

all these azaleas around Mobile, and it was beautiful, and they loved the attraction it got to the 

city, so the dresses were inspired by that.” The program did originate as part of the city’s 

beautification program in the 1920s, but there are other styles of dress that look like flowers. 

Many participants noted that it was an antebellum-style dress, and with regards to the flower 

explanation, Magnolia even admitted, “I’m not sure if it’s true but it’s what I tell myself to 

justify it to myself and rationalize it so I could sort of be okay with everything.” This statement 

is telling. We have already seen that the organization only grants membership to intelligent girls, 

and in our hyper-connected world, they read the discourse about their costumes online. Magnolia 

sees the criticism and chooses to believe the ideology given to her by her community to avoid 

feeling uncomfortable or guilty about her choice to be a part of an organization that preserves 

and spreads a problematic image.  

However, the most interesting finding was that participants said that people from outside 

the city are more likely to see the problematic historical context, while Mobile’s residents 

understand the program’s history and the rigorous process the girls had to go through to get to 

this place. It seems that, in the Trail Maids’ minds, there is a dichotomy between outsiders seeing 

only the dress and residents seeing the girls in the dresses. Several former members talked about 

it being a long-running and respected tradition within their community, and Marigold argues 
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that, for the people within the community, “it’s a symbol of the city itself and a thing to be proud 

of, something that is uniquely Mobile.” However, they also recognized that outsiders, especially 

people who had never gone to Mobile and spoke to a Trail Maid who might be seeing them for 

the first time online, probably did pay more attention to the dress’s historical context. Hyacinth 

spoke extensively about these two points of view: 

“I think the dress, in Mobile, obviously represents the prestige of the Trail Maids, and 

people see a Trail Maid and know she had to work her butt off to get there. They know 

what we went through. You take that out of Mobile though and people see a person in an 

antebellum dress. They see the racism behind that, and I mean, we all completely 

understand it. We just try to make it clear, we ourselves are not promoting the racism with 

that. All that we’re promoting is the betterment of women.”  

The girls might not want to promote racism, but the reality is that the antebellum image they 

exude has been used to achieve white supremacist goals, especially in the context of their region. 

Instead of focusing on this fact, Hyacinth and other participants turn their focus to all the good 

the program does for them, the members of the organization. Much like Magnolia’s choice to 

believe in the flower explanation for the dress, Hyacinth is making a choice to concentrate on the 

Trail organization’s “betterment of women,” such as its recognition of academic excellence and 

civic leadership and the scholarships it gives out to members.  

In the same vein, several participants believed that racism was never the dress’s intention, 

especially considering all the things the program does to promote its members into leadership 

and educational opportunities. Myrtle explained that the dress is “not meant to stir up bad 

historical feelings. It was meant to be a happy colorful little cartoon thing that gives women in 

the community the opportunity to do big things in an area where that’s harder for women when 
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it’s an old boys’ club.” The organization does offer several college scholarships for its members, 

and although these scholarships might not off-set the cost of the dress, participants talked about 

the impact that had on their ability to get an education. Furthermore, because it is such a 

respected position in Mobile, the women also explained that having Trail on their resume was a 

mark in their favor when applying for jobs or community leadership positions.  

The Dress as Memory 

 While the participants in this study identified the different ways that outsiders and Mobile 

residents saw the Trail Maid dress, they also acknowledged that after they went through the 

program, the meaning of the dress changed for them personally. Former Trail Maids tend to keep 

their dresses after leaving the program for many reasons. First and foremost, it serves as a unique 

keepsake of their time in the organization, as we will explore in this section. In addition, their 

contract with the Trail organization stipulates that they are not allowed to sell the dresses or give 

them to incoming Trail Maids, limiting their options for what to do with them when they no 

longer need the dress anymore. Prior to becoming a member, many participants talked about 

seeing the girls around Mobile at events and generally had positive feelings about them growing 

up. This lines up with their description of the goodwill Mobile residents show toward Trail 

Maids. During their time with the organization, many talked about looking forward to putting on 

their dresses for events. Despite the fact that the dresses are hot, heavy, and uncomfortable, these 

women were proud of achieving the opportunity to wear this costume. However, their feelings 

about the dress changed after spending a year wearing it. After leaving the organization, they 

tended to associate the dress with two categories of positive memories: fun times in the dress 

from their tenure as Trail Maids and the hard work they put in to achieve their goal.  
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 Many participants talked about their dress representing a happy time in their lives when 

they got to meet interesting people, form strong friendships, and have new and exciting 

experiences. For example, Begonia said, “I look at my dress and think about all the friendships I 

made in the organization, and I think about all the great trips I went on.” She went on to talk 

about how during her year, the Trail Maids got to visit Disneyworld, Chicago, and Atlanta to 

march in parades. This was a common thread among participants; they looked at their dresses 

and remembered long bus rides with their friends, the fun things they did in their free time at 

these places, and the joy of marching in the parades themselves. The dresses also reminded them 

of how fun it could be to go to events around Mobile. Chrysanthemum said, “Every time I put it 

on, if I’m having a bad day at school, if I got a bad grade on a test or something, I knew I had an 

appearance later, and I got to be a person that everybody had a smile for.” The people of Mobile 

seem to truly love these girls and were excited to interact with them, so these experiences of 

being the “belles of the ball” left them with good feelings about their dress.  

 The Trail Maids also explained that the dress was a mark of achievement for many of 

them, representing the hard work it took to get into the organization to even have the dress. 

Daffodil learned a lot from the selection process to become a member: “you learned how to have 

a dream and go after it. You learned how to study for something. Sometimes these girls study for 

this for 2 years. You put in the time, and you showed that you were capable of doing that.” The 

selection process is very rigorous and intense, with over a thousand girls competing for only fifty 

spots for the entire county each year. Some of the girls said they appreciated that it was not a 

beauty pageant; their brains, resumes, and interview skills got them the dress, and that was a 

huge boost of confidence for them. At the end of the day, in Hydrangea’s words, “I did this by 

myself. I was the one who did all of these things to get here. I was the one who woke up at the 
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butt crack of dawn and would go to Mobile.” Each girl had to put the time and effort into 

becoming a member of this elite circle, and when they looked at the dress, they were proud to be 

in that position.  

 Due to the dress’s personal meaning for each of them, many participants found it hard to 

put the dress away after they had completed their tenure as a Trail Maid. A few, including 

Hydrangea, admitted “I still have my dress up in my room. I don’t have the heart to put it up and 

squish the ruffles.” During a few Zoom interviews, some participants even showed me their 

dresses where they sat on the stand, their pantaloon pocket covers, or their hats. Others said it 

took them a few years to put the dress away; Chrysanthemum was “a little embarrassed to admit, 

I just recently packed up my dress.” The fact that these women found it so emotionally taxing to 

put their dresses away says a lot about the strong memories associated with these articles of 

clothing. According to their contracts with the Trail organization, former members are not 

allowed to give their dress to new Maids, so they tend to keep these unique dresses for the rest of 

their lives. Some talked about wanting to show their dresses to the next generation in their family 

one day, and Tulip said, “My child put it on when she was young, tried it on. Many friends and 

other relatives have come over, looked at it, tried it on.” Other participants talked about being 

inspired to join by mothers, grandmothers, aunts, and other female relatives who had been Trail 

Maids back in the day. They had seen pictures of these women in their dresses and heard the 

stories about their experiences, and some, like Tulip’s daughter, had even played with these 

dresses growing up. By keeping these dresses and attaching so much positive meaning to them, 

former Trail Maids keep the organization rolling, especially when they show them to their 

relatives and people in the community, inspiring the next generation to take part in this tradition. 
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Recommending Participation to Younger Girls  

 Every participant said they would recommend joining the Azalea Trail Maids to girls in 

Mobile County, as they all believed joining the program had a positive impact on their own lives; 

in fact, several talked about giving advice and even training to candidates hoping to join. Their 

reasons for recommending it fell into three main categories, the first being the strong bonds they 

were able to form with fellow Trail Maids. Several participants listed this as one of their main 

reasons for wanting to join. Participants described getting to make friends with people outside 

their school or neighborhood, sometimes for the first time. Fuschia tells us that “in Mobile, 

you’re very much tied to your area, and it’s hard to step out of that. I call it a bubble, but it really 

is, and so that was also appealing, just the opportunity to meet other people and make other 

friends.” As explained in a previous section, these forty-nine other women often have similar 

personalities in order to be chosen for this position, creating the potential for friendships to form 

quickly. Daffodil explained that “you meet more people at other schools and you’re like, ‘How 

did I not know you before now?’” Furthermore, Trail Maids spend a lot of time together at 

events, especially in the small groups they are assigned to at the beginning of their tenure. 

Begonia stated that “even if the event itself didn’t have a lot going on, just the people in my 

group or whoever you were matched up with at the event, it was like meeting up with your 

friends so you’re just having a good time.” These responses bring to mind one of the Trail 

Maids’ rules to be supportive of their fellow Trail sisters, a rule which Magnolia states was 

followed:  

“They were my cheerleaders in high school my senior year. Going on trips with people 

really bonds you, and they’re the nicest, kindest people. And the fact that they’re leaders 

is really motivating. It pushed me to be a better person, a better community member.”  
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 Several former Maids talked about finding their best friends on the court; for example, Tulip 

met one lifelong friend, and they were bridesmaids in each others’ weddings. Even if they do not 

see each other often or have moved away, most participants stated that they still stay in touch 

with at least one other person they met on the court. Spending their senior year together created 

strong bonds which they wanted other girls to find and enjoy. 

 Many also discussed how being a Trail Maid allowed them to serve as a representative 

and role model for people in their community. Participants described these women serving as 

role models for them when they were young, with Myrtle stating “these girls, those are good 

girls. I wanted to be like them.” Daffodil talked about her mother, a former Trail Maid, helping 

candidates prepare for the rigorous interview process, and her interactions with these high-

achieving girls motivated her to join when she got older. Foxglove also described how this 

affects the selection process, stating “We serve as a role model to children because a lot of kids 

do look up to us, so just anybody you think would be a good role model for kids in Mobile is 

usually who they tend to go for.” This desire to teach and motivate children, especially young 

girls, was important to Marigold as well, who explained “One of my favorite events was talking 

to little girls or elementary school students about the importance of reading, science, and math 

and what it meant to get involved with STEM.”  

Several of this study’s Black participants said that this was especially significant to them 

because these girls represent the best the community has to offer, and as Larkspur explained, 

“seeing a black Trail Maid, being able to see a black queen especially, that’s really important.” 

Representation of people of color has become a major issue over the past decade, with many 

advocates arguing that it is important for children to see people who look like them reaching 

challenging goals and taking leadership positions. Even some of the white participants in this 
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study recognized the importance of young people seeing those who look like them leading the 

community; Foxglove stated that “Mobile is a very diverse city, so I think it’s really important to 

have a court that represents that.” These Black women also talked about feeling like they were 

breaking boundaries by being in the dress. They, like many of their white Trail sisters, 

understood the antebellum connotations of the dress and that people of color during that time 

period would not have had these opportunities, so this was a mark of real progress for the city in 

their eyes. Chrysanthemum explained that “The way I see it is, look how far we’ve come. I’m 

wearing the dress now, and how amazing is that?” Other Black participants explained that their 

mothers and other older relatives didn’t have that opportunity or were not selected to become 

Trail Maids when they went through high school, so it meant a lot for them and their families to 

see them achieve this competitive and prestigious position. They saw themselves as trailblazers 

showing the next generations of girls who looked like them in Mobile what was possible for 

them to accomplish. 

 Finally, the Trail Maids expressed that being a Trail Maid had given them a chance to 

explore their community and has the potential to, in Zinnia’s words, “strengthen community 

bonds.” During the selection process, the judges expect that the candidates will be 

knowledgeable about Mobile’s history and culture so that they can answer questions from the 

public on everything from where to eat downtown to when Mardi Gras began in the city. Many 

candidates begin studying far in advance of these interviews, doing everything to get an edge 

from taking Mobile history classes to interviewing museum docents. Fuschia described how she 

went about this process: “It really forced me to go and tour these historic homes, these gardens, 

the statues, the monuments, the parks, buildings, because you have to know all that. So that was 

a super cool opportunity to re-experience the city you live in.” Once they begin their tenure as 
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Trail Maids, anyone around the county can request their presence at events, and Marigold 

explained that “you’re going to all these different appearances in places you probably wouldn’t 

go to if you weren’t a Trail Maid.” As I said before, these women talked about most of their lives 

being tied to one neighborhood or suburb of Mobile, so going to the Trail Maid events all around 

the county allowed them to explore the place they called home. It taught them “how to be 

involved in your community and just talk to people you don’t know, you don’t have anything in 

common with other than you’re in Mobile,” said Daffodil. According to Magnolia, getting to 

interact with the city’s diverse community “sparked a love for my community that I’ve tried to 

find in every community I’ve been a part of” and encouraged participants to undertake more 

community service and leadership positions in college and beyond.  

 No matter what reasons each participant cited for recommending the program, the fact 

that former Trail Maids recommend joining to young girls communicates that the experience is 

worthwhile and important. Their message helps to keep the organization alive by encouraging 

young people to try out. Among my participants, recommendation was unanimous, but I do 

recognize that other Trail Maids might not have had the same experiences and might not speak 

favorably of the program. However, even those women who criticized the organization, as we 

will see in the next section, all agreed that the program should continue and does more good than 

bad in Mobile.  

Desire for Organizational Change 

 As we have seen, the Azalea Trail organization searches for leaders with a strong sense of 

civic duty to join its ranks, and while many of these former members look fondly back on their 

tenure as a Trail Maid, they also want to become involved and push for change. Some had 

already moved back to Mobile or were planning on going back and getting involved in the 
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organization in the future, and these women do have the opportunity to have an impact on the 

way the organization is run right now and in the future. Several participants criticized the adults 

who run the Trail organization, and these comments were wide-ranging, covering everything 

from advisors to how the queen’s coronation ceremony plays out. While some of these 

comments were totally unique to each girl, two distinct commonalities emerged among other 

participants, namely the exorbitant cost of the dress and the Trail Maid’s public relations 

problem. 

 The majority of participants in this study agreed that the dress was very expensive, 

acknowledging that, in Mimosa’s words, “the dresses have become more expensive through the 

years, and that can be a burden for some families.” The Trail Maids are chosen in December of 

their junior year and spend the next five months building their dresses with the help of 

dressmakers, many of whom specialize in Trail dresses. These dresses range widely in cost 

depending on how elaborate a girl’s design is, but the participants’ cost estimates ranged from 

$3,000 to $10,000. This is a huge amount of money to spend on any one thing, but it can be 

especially hard for families preparing to send their daughters to college. Chapter 3 explained that 

the girls do fundraise for the out-of-state trips by selling cookbooks and calendars, such as the 

one I analyzed, but they are generally on their own paying for the dresses. Some participants 

were lucky enough to have families who could pay for their dresses, while others had part-time 

jobs in high school and contributed to purchasing the dress. Fuschia was in the latter category 

and remembered paying the dressmaker for her services:  

“I was in high school, 16 with my first job, and I remember writing the check, and even 

though I was splitting it with my parents, I was crying like, ‘Oh my god. This is terrible.’ 
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Because I had worked over 6 months at that point, and every single bit of my check went 

to my savings for that dress.” 

While she went on to say that she did not regret her choice, it was a difficult moment for her. 

Some other women talked about seeing how much their parents spent so that they could achieve 

this goal and knowing that they sacrificed something to make it work. 

 With all this in mind, some of the participants had ideas for how to mitigate the cost of 

the dress. Camellia noted that she’d “never heard of someone being unable to get it covered” 

once they made it, and several participants said that they thought the organization would quietly 

help any girl who needed financial assistance to pay for her dress. If the Trail organization would 

provide funding to get a dress for a girl in need, then she and other participants argued that they 

need to advertise that better so that capable girls will not be deterred by the price. Hydrangea 

talked about one high school in the county setting up a fund to pay for a Trail Maids’ dress the 

next time one of its students is selected, and she was open to expanding that idea to other high 

schools across the county. Petunia remembered a conversation she had had with a friend who had 

the idea of “having companies sponsor girls to pay for the dresses, girls who couldn’t afford to 

pay for them, which I think is a fantastic idea because we have some really wonderful girls who 

are scared away.” While these women came up with different and creative solutions to helping 

girls in need pay for their dresses, the common theme is clear: former Trail Maids want to find 

ways to make the organization less cost prohibitive and therefore more open to people of all 

socio-economic backgrounds. 

 Several participants also talked about the organization having what they characterized as 

a public relations problem with regard to the dress’s antebellum connotations. While people in 

Mobile might be willing to overlook this negative history in favor of seeing the positive work of 
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the girls in the dresses, people from outside the city, especially in other regions of the country 

and around the world, are more likely to ask hard questions and demand change. The women 

acknowledged this reality, and several wanted the organization to break its silence and speak out 

about racial issues regarding the dress. A few, such as Fuschia, argued that “the antebellum look 

should be toned down because again, that period is tied to such negativity and it really doesn’t 

represent the organization as a whole anymore.” These participants thought that the Trail Maids 

could perform their duties without the dress and argued for designing a new outfit for the girls to 

wear. However, the majority were more focused on getting the Trail organization to put out a 

statement in support of its Black members and former members and explaining why it continues 

this tradition of wearing the dress. The Trail organization has largely been silent on these issues, 

which was frustrating for Daisy, an African American former Maid who discussed the 

organization’s non-response to Black Lives Matter:  

“It’s because you’re trying to pacify the people who don’t believe in that [Black Lives 

Matter], and if you’re trying to pacify those people, it makes it seem like they’re more 

important than you, even though you’re a part of our organization. So I didn’t necessarily 

appreciate that. I definitely wish they would have handled that differently and spoke more 

about the racial tensions that were going on. But they never do. They never speak on 

anything that’s like a hot topic.”  

Other participants agreed that they wanted the organization to vocalize its support of diversity 

and inclusion, especially when, in the absence of a statement put out by adults, they would 

sometimes get asked difficult questions by guests. If the adults clarify their position, “it makes it 

a lot easier for the girls,” said Begonia. At the moment, the organization’s silence puts its 

members and former members in a tough position. The Trail Maids’ desire to make positive 



 

 
 

86 

changes to the organization shows their leadership abilities and the commitment they have to 

keep the program running.  

Findings & Discussion 

 From the data collected for this qualitative case study, six themes emerged: the Trail 

Maids as idealized Southern femininity, avoidance of certain “negative” attributes, the 

dichotomy between outsider and insider perspectives on the Trail Maid dress, the dress as 

memory, recommending participation to younger girls and  a desire for organizational change. In 

this chapter’s final section, we will discuss the implications of these findings, some ways that the 

Azalea Trail organization might apply them, and limitations and future directions of study.  

 This study’s research question asked how the Azalea Trail Maids communicate ideals of 

Southern femininity to their community, and clearly, Mobile County has shaped and been shaped 

by the girls who are selected for this program. My findings pointed to one personal-enacted 

identity gap and one personal-enacted-communal identity gap. This first type of gap is a 

discrepancy “between an individual’s self-view and the same individual’s enactment of self in 

communication with others’’ (Hecht et al., 2004, p. 269).  The gap revolved around the girls’ 

traditionally feminine performance of gender while fulfilling their Trail Maid duties. From these 

interviews, a picture emerged of women who are intelligent, civic-minded, and aware of the 

discourses around the Trail organization going on within their own community and the nation at 

large. All of the women interviewed for this study either currently were enrolled college or had 

received a college education, and all of the women who had graduated from college had careers 

of their own, even if they were married and/or had children. They were either studying or 

working in diverse fields, including business, nursing, education, communication, and computer 

science. The participants saw themselves as empowered women, and they believed that being 
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Trail Maids helped them become more self-confident and achieve their goals in the long run. 

However, in fulfilling their duties as Trail Maids when they were in high school, they performed 

behaviors consistent with the conservative gender roles of the Old South, where women’s lives 

were controlled and centered around ideals of hospitality and modesty. They acknowledged that 

the organization actively avoids girls who do not fit its prim and proper picture of womanhood, 

and any hint of what they consider scandalous could exclude a girl from selection. While they 

are encouraged to have intelligent conversations with guests, their designated role as hostesses 

for the city of Mobile is inherently tied to the image of the antebellum planter’s wife and all of 

the gendered expectations that come with it. 

The second was a personal-enacted-communal identity gap revolving around the Trail 

Maid dress and its antebellum connotations. This type of gap adds the communal layer, which 

“points to a particular community bonded by a collective memory as the locus of identity” 

(Urban & Orbe, 2010, p. 306). The women who participated in this study were overwhelmingly 

supportive of racial inclusion, and they were proud of the progress the Trail organization has 

made over the years to include more women of color. Participants recognized that the Azalea 

Trail began as an all-white program in the 1920s, but they thought the inclusion of Trail Maids of 

color from the 1970s onward was a huge step in the right direction. They had a positive opinion 

of the diversity of their city and thought that race should not play a role in the selection process, 

arguing that it was important to encourage girls of diverse backgrounds to interview for the Trail 

program. My participants, as part of their personal identity layer, probably would not want to be 

associated with racism or racist actions, but by wearing the dress, they help to perpetuate the 

Lost Cause myth of the good and nurturing upper-class antebellum lady and obscure the 

historical reality that the ladies the Trail Maids emulate held human beings in bondage. They are 
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therefore enacting an identity which has racist connotations. In addition, the Mobile community 

widely accepts these girls and the image they portray as part of the city’s identity; participants 

talked about how unique this long-standing tradition is to their city and how proud they were to 

participate in so renowned a program. The Trail Maids conform to this identity which is vital to 

understanding how the city sees itself and its girls, creating a third dimension to this identity gap. 

This is especially pernicious because of the organization’s inclusion of Black girls, which give 

its leaders a veil of post-racism to hide behind. The logic argues that if there are Black Trail 

Maids, then the organization’s norms and antebellum image cannot be racist. This is a fallacy; 

just because women of color wear the costume, that does not mean that the dress loses its 

problematic connotations.  

 With these findings in mind, the Trail organization has a lot to consider as it moves 

forward. First, the organization should obviously discuss and consider implementing the two 

suggestions presented by the Trail Maids in one of this study’s themes, namely creating and 

advertising ways to financially assist members in getting their dresses and breaking their silence 

with regards to the historical implications of the dresses. The price of membership is extremely 

high because of the dress, and as long as the organization wants to keep this tradition going, then 

they should encourage girls of all socio-economic backgrounds who qualify to apply by 

advertising some sort of financial support. If a girl is embarrassed about her family’s situation, it 

can always be handled privately, but clearly the Mobile County community wants to help these 

girls reach their full potential. The Trail organization should take advantage of this goodwill 

toward the girls, preventing capable and intelligent female leaders from being scared away by the 

price tag. As to the other suggestion, Trail’s code of silence is clearly not working in their favor. 

It allows outsiders to control the narrative and forces its members to stick to the party line by not 
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talking about their personal political beliefs. If the organization is as passionate about diversity 

and Mobile’s rich history as it says it is, and as the members believe it is, then it should state its 

position publicly.  

Furthermore, if there is one broad takeaway from these interviews, it is that these women 

got a lot out of their experience as Trail Maids and want this tradition to continue. My second 

suggestion is that they do a better job advertising the many benefits of being a Trail Maid with 

the public, starting with an update to their website. The “Prospective Maids” section of their 

website has a very bare-bones timeline of events for the selection process. This section could be 

fleshed out to include not only a more detailed version the timeline explaining the rigors of the 

process, but also testimonials from past Maids on what they got out of being in the organization 

or stories about fun times in the dress. It could include photos of the girls at major events, such 

as the Azalea Trail Run or the out-of-town parades, as well as descriptions of the girls’ 

contributions to their community. The people of Mobile know about how intelligent and 

hardworking these girls are because they see them in action all the time. The rest of the world 

only sees pictures of the dress, which can lead to some incorrect assumptions about these girls’ 

political affiliations or goals for the future. The organization’s silence does nothing to dissuade 

people from criticizing these high school girls, and the world should know why the Trail Maids 

mean so much to their city. It might not fix the program’s public relations problems, since the 

dress will always have antebellum connotations, but it would take some of the pressure off of 

members, both current and former, to constantly explain themselves.  

 While I sought to capture a representative sample of former Trail Maids to better 

understand their memories and feelings about their time in the program, some limitations 

emerged as I conducted this study. I was actually able to speak to more women than I had 
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originally anticipated, but the most crucial limitation was a lack of participation of women of 

color compared to white women. This reflects the reality of the Trail Maid organization, which 

we have seen consistently selects far more white women than women of color to become 

members. The ratio of Black to white women was actually on par with the average ratio from the 

last few years, but I had hoped to achieve racial parity in this study. Furthermore, this study was 

limited to talking with women who identified as either white or Black; I was unable to recruit 

any other women of color such as Native American or Asian American women. This study relied 

heavily on snowball sampling, with many participants recommending friends or even relatives 

who were also former members. Furthermore, not every woman who was recommended wanted 

to participate, a common occurrence in any qualitative study. The organization is so tight-knit 

and prone to silence that it can be incredibly difficult to convince these women to talk about their 

experiences with a total stranger. I might not think of myself as a “Yankee” because of my 

mother’s deep Southern roots, but I was not raised in the South, let alone in Mobile like my 

participants were. Therefore, I had an etic position for this study, which was immediately clear to 

my participants simply from listening to me speak. As a white woman myself, some women of 

color might have felt reticent to talk to me about their experiences. Furthermore, as an outsider to 

this community, some participants might have felt pressured to stay “on message” about the Trail 

organization, as they had to in high school when they were members. With my positionality in 

mind, I must reiterate how thankful I am that so many participants felt comfortable opening up to 

me. Many were eager to share their experiences with me, and some even stayed in contact with 

me after their interviews to update me on the discourses surrounding the Trail Maids in Mobile.  

In future studies on Mobile’s Azalea Trail Maids, researchers need to make a concerted 

effort to talk to women of color to get a more well-rounded understanding of how all 
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communities in this diverse city feel about their participation in the Azalea Trail program. 

Researchers could also focus on people who were cut from the county interviews to learn about 

their experiences with the process and their feelings about the organization. It would also be 

beneficial to talk to people in the community who might interact with but are not actively 

involved with the organization about how they feel about the Trail Maids and their views of 

Southern femininity.  
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CHAPTER SIX: THE FINAL CURTSY: IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

 This thesis set out to investigate how the Azalea Trail Maids communicate ideals of 

Southern femininity through their physical appearances as well as their actions and behaviors. 

My literature review outlined a brief history of the Lost Cause ideology in the South, and I 

wanted to understand how this complicated history continues to shape the future of women and 

girls in Mobile today. I used a multiple-methods approach to unpack both the rhetorical 

implications of the Trail organization’s visual and written rhetoric and the underlying feelings 

and thoughts behind these women’s actions. In this thesis’s three case studies, we can see that the 

Trail Maids, perhaps unintentionally, continue to perpetuate Lost Cause ideals of Southern, 

white, and heterosexual femininity. They also serve as role models for younger generations by 

promoting service and leadership to girls in Mobile. By finding commonalities between my 

rhetorical and qualitative findings, I was able to see these intersecting tensions of gender, race, 

region, and class from a variety of different angles and therefore to crystalize my results.  

When I first saw a picture of the Azalea Trail Maids in an online article in the fall of 

2020, I thought, “Wow, those are some beautiful dresses.” Once I learned a bit more about the 

rigorous process to join the organization and the high status it holds in Mobile, I realized that I 

would have been interested in joining if I had such an opportunity in my town growing up. I 

imagine lots of people have the same thoughts when they see or meet a Trail Maid for the first 

time, that they are beautiful, poised, and accomplished, and that it must have taken so much work 

to create that dress. And in a way, those people are correct; the Trail Maid dresses are works of 
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art, each one custom-designed, hand-stitched, and made to inspire an instant positive memory 

connected to the city where you first saw them. However, I think it is the girls themselves who 

are the greater beauty, with their strength, intelligence, humor, and their wonderful stories. That 

is the first thing I want readers to take away from this project: the Trail Maids are more than the 

dresses, and they know it. While this is an honorable achievement in Mobile and might have 

inspired them to reach for higher goals, having been a Trail Maid is not any of these women’s 

entire life. To reduce them to how gorgeous they looked in those dresses would be a disservice to 

them, and while there are problematic historical connotations to their uniforms, these girls 

deserve respect and adulation as leaders in their schools and communities.  

However, the way people, especially white people, tend to think about these dresses at 

first glance elides the problematic and painful history that brought this uniform into existence. 

Children look at them and images of their beloved Disney princesses come to mind. As my 

participants noted, many kids identify the Trail Maids with these characters they have watched 

since they were babies, creating a powerful positive image for young people which can parlay 

into a recruiting strategy. Their parents, many of whom know about the academic and civic 

rigors of joining the organization, tell their children that if they want to be Disney princesses 

when they grow up, they can interview with the Trail Maids in high school. This is one example 

of an important reason why the Trail Maids’ rhetoric is so effective: its beauty. 

Most people do not immediately look at the dresses and think about the horrors of 

slavery; how could something so bright and flouncy be connected to America’s original sin? This 

is what makes the Lost Cause so insidious and difficult to eradicate. The myth of the wronged 

Southerner who was only fighting for his individual rights co-opts the beauty of the South for its 

own white-supremacist purposes, using the gorgeous architecture of a Greek revival home or the 
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elegance of a hoop-skirted gown to send the rhetorical message that the time of slavery was an 

era of beauty and refinement. The Lost Cause encourages us not to think about those who toiled 

for hours on end to create these beautiful things, to forget about whose suffering created this 

extreme wealth and leisurely, hospitable way of life. Southern hospitality to other white people 

was facilitated by Southern hostility toward Black people, and “the politics of hospitality is about 

determining who belongs and, more importantly, who doesn’t” (Szczesiul, 2007, p. 139). 

Hospitality was not extended to Black people during the time the Trail Maids reference with 

their costumes, and it is this reality that haunts the organization’s image. If we allow the Lost 

Cause to continue to spread, it becomes easier for us to say that all this happened so long ago that 

it does not matter anymore and to ignore slavery’s ongoing economic and psychological effects 

on Black communities. Focusing instead on the beauty of the Old South makes it easier for us to 

oppose policies that would help the descendants of enslaved people and to accept policies which 

create or condone the suffering for others.  

The Trail Maids’ rhetoric was also made more persuasive by the organization’s inclusion 

of girls of color in the 1970s; while there was now more diversity among the girls wearing the 

dresses, the underlying structures of whiteness remained unchanged. The dresses themselves and 

the process to join the organization continued with business as usual, and the judges are still told 

to look for the same qualifications in the girls when they interview. These white norms become 

“an uninterrogated space” (Nakayama & Krizek, 1995, p. 295) while exerting powerful influence 

over not only the lives of the Trail Maids but over everyone in Mobile who considers them to be 

paragons of young Southern womanhood. It shows how flexible whiteness is, providing a cover 

of diversity for the organization while allowing whiteness to remain the dominant ideology in 

Mobile. Furthermore, whiteness operates by denying the existence of race and therefore its 
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impact on a person’s lived experience. Even people who have progressive politics regarding one 

group, such as feminists, will turn a blind eye to race in favor of focusing on issues they see as 

common to everyone in the group (Ruparelia, 2016), but this strategy ignores the unique 

intersections that different identities create in individuals. The Trail Maids engage this strategy 

as well, arguing that this program allows women to be recognized and rewarded for their hard 

work with scholarships and a positive mark on their resumés. These benefits are important, but 

focusing solely on them also ignores the unique tensions Black girls and other girls of color face 

by putting on an antebellum-inspired gown and adhering to white standards of behavior. By 

remaining silent on issues of whiteness, “our taken-for-granted, naturalized assumptions of what 

makes common sense produce and reinforce our consent to the current social order and its power 

structures” (p. 257). In the Trail Maids’ case, this social order excludes any young women who 

do not conform to the norms of the organization, preventing these people who might be qualified 

but do not fit the ideology from reaping the benefits of membership. 

In this thesis, we began by exploring the visual rhetoric propagated by the organization 

through the sale of calendars. The 2021 Trail Maid calendar reflects the twenty-first century 

virtue of diversity by including people of color, but it also uses antebellum aesthetics to 

communicate the group’s adherence to the Lost Cause’s public memory of the Old South. 

Everyone in their community sees this organization as the pinnacle of achievement for people of 

their gender and age, encouraging the girls to participate through advertisements and allowing 

their businesses to be used as backdrops for their pictures. However, we can also see the first 

hints of the level of control the organization exerts on its members through the careful yet 

consistent posing and placement of the girls in the photos.  
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The second rhetorical case study expands on this theme of control through examination 

of the 2017-2018 Trail Maid rulebook. It paints a picture of the modest, conservative Trail Maid 

who does not experiment with her newfound young adult freedom in the ways that her peers 

might, with drugs, alcohol, and sex. Instead, she is poised with a well-coiffed yet natural look, as 

even experimentation with her look is forbidden. The adults in the organization and in the 

surrounding community do not serve to protect these young women from potential dangers, 

leaving that responsibility up to them. Instead, they monitor the Trail Maids’ actions on social 

media and ensure that they always adhere to the brand standard of behavior, that of the calm, 

confident, and always smiling young lady. 

My final case study took a qualitative approach to better understand the thoughts and 

feelings of the women themselves, and over the course of my interviews with twenty-two former 

Trail Maids, I came to understand that their perceptions of what it means to be a Southern 

woman are shaped by their experiences of both seeing and later being Trail Maids themselves. 

To them, a Southern woman is a strong leader in her community whose compassion and kindness 

for others compels her to advocate for what she believes in. However, the Trail Maid’s lessons 

about modesty stay with her as she grows into a woman, and the Southern lady allows a whiff of 

scandal to follow her. I also discovered two personal-enacted identity gaps as defined by the 

Communication Theory of Identity; one revolved around their performance of gender and the 

other around their conception of the antebellum-style dress. Finally, the girls serve as role 

models in their communities and play an important role in keeping the organization going, first 

by setting a good example during their tenure as Trail Maids and then by recommending that 

potential members interview after they have moved on.  
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With all of these findings in mind, the Azalea Trail organization must consider whether 

these iconic dresses, with their link to antebellum times, are truly worth it. The reality is that 

these dresses are inspired by the Lost Cause’s idealization of the styles of slaveholding 

antebellum plantation elites, no matter how much the organization or its supporters wish 

otherwise. They can argue as much as they want that it looks like a flower, but the girls joining 

this organization know the true inspiration for the dress. After all, there are many different dress 

styles they could consider using in the future that look like flowers without bringing the white 

plantation mistress to mind. If the organization continues using this dress shape, then the bare 

minimum is that they need to acknowledge where their predecessors, the founders of the 

organization, got this idea from and the cultural baggage that comes with it. The study of rhetoric 

shows that the meaning of symbols can evolve over time, but every symbol has a history, and 

blindly avoiding racial nuances only serves to strengthen institutional racism’s hold on our 

country and makes it more difficult for antiracist activism to seek justice in the future.  

The worst thing that the Trail organization could do is continue to stay silent about these 

issues because our country’s reckoning with the Lost Cause ideology is not going away. In fact, 

the discussion is more important than ever before. More people than ever are being educated 

about the problematic nature of the way our nation has chosen to remember the antebellum era, 

and they are pushing for change that honestly accounts for how wealth and power have been 

concentrated into white norms and institutions. If the Trail Maids want to continue to represent 

Mobile in the best possible way, especially on trips outside of their city and state, then they need 

to consider the racist implications of the organization’s image. Former members do not want this 

program to go away; they made it abundantly clear that they want to preserve the spirit of 

leadership and service that being a Trail Maid helped cultivate in them, but these honorable traits 
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are in tension with some of the role’s requirements. The antebellum-inspired dress is not 

necessary to achieve these goals and in fact could prove to be an impediment to their travels in 

years to come as more people see the political implications of their attire. Furthermore, the 

stifling feminine ideal that the Trail Maids are held to, with its focus on modesty and conformity 

and its discouragement of political speech, might turn qualified girls away from the program in 

the long run.  

The appropriateness of the Trail Maid dress is still being discussed today. One of the 

organization’s best-known local traditions is participating in the Reese’s Senior Bowl, which is 

held in Mobile every year. When the NFL did not publicly announce that the girls would 

participate in the 2022 Senior Bowl, Mobile County Commissioner Randall Dueitt argued that it 

was “not appropriate to shun the Trail Maids because of their dress” (Sharp, 2022) and intimated 

that he would not vote to appropriate funds toward the bowl game in future years if the girls were 

not included. The Senior Bowl then made a statement explaining that the Trail Maids would 

“march in the event’s annual parade, participate in a welcoming event, and greet the fans as they 

arrive to Hancock-Whitney Stadium for the game on February 5” (Sharp, 2022). This conflict 

unfolded on social media as well, where former Trail Maids and Mobile residents made 

Facebook posts on both sides of the issue. Some defended the organization’s decision to keep the 

dresses, stating that they would never want the ruffles to go away and blaming the whole 

argument on “cancel culture”. Others argued that the dresses themselves do not matter because 

of all the good the program did for them; some of their most precious memories were made 

while wearing the dresses, and they felt that to define the organization by this one issue was 

ignorant to the reality of being a Trail Maid. More former Trail Maids explained that they 

wanted the program to continue because of the friendships and opportunities that came from it, 
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but had come to see the dresses in a new light and no longer supported the antebellum image. 

Some even suggested alternative outfits the girls could wear which kept the wide-brimmed hats 

but replaced the hoopskirt dress with pants or a dress with a different silhouette. 

Clearly, public memory plays an enormous role not only in the way people think about 

their history, but also in how they understand themselves and their communities. In the future, 

scholars should focus their attention on the many different organizations which enact 

performances of embodied public memory. While there has been some study on American 

reenactments, they tend to focus on violent events such as lynchings (Eatman, 2017) or the Civil 

War (Hall, 1994). Scholars should take a closer look at embodied living memory, expanding 

their purview to include less violent and obvious forms of reenactment. If we categorize a 

monument as “An artifact to make tangible the truth of the past” (Williams, 2020), then we are 

all embodied monuments affected by this painful history and the way our country has largely 

chosen to remember it.  

There are several organizations across the state of Alabama and the South where young 

women dress in antebellum costumes which would be fascinating to study. These women might 

go through a different process to get their dresses, but they are still performing and modeling 

Southern femininity for their communities. For example, one county over from the Trail Maids is 

the Dogwood Trail Court in Fairhope, Alabama; girls must participate in a beauty pageant to 

qualify for the opportunity to don costumes that are extremely similar to the Trail Maids’ (Gulf 

Coast Media, 2020). Another example is located in Natchez, Mississippi, which holds its annual 

Historic Natchez Tableaux in which volunteers, including children, teens, and adults, “present 

the way of life for Natchezians in a pre-Civil War era” (Natchez Trace Travel, 2021). The whole 

community comes together to produce this spectacle, wearing antebellum attire and crowning a 
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teenaged king and queen of a court. Both of these examples would be fascinating to study; in 

some ways, they are both very similar to the Trail Maids in that the Lost Cause ideology and 

antebellum costumes are at play, but they might have very different community politics that 

make them worthy of study. After all, every place is different, which is one of the aspects that 

makes these localized versions of the Lost Cause so interesting to study.  

The Trail Maids show us that antebellum public memory is alive and strong. Its effect is 

not limited to uneducated or ignorant white Southerners; it has a huge impact on all Americans, 

including intelligent, well-informed, and “woke” people with diverse backgrounds. As our 

country reckons with the darkest aspects of its past, it is vital that we understand the role we play 

today in keeping the Lost Cause alive by allowing these monuments, both inanimate and living, 

to remain in place.  
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APPENDIX A: INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Tell me a little about yourself. 

 What activities did you do in your free time when you were a Trail Maid?  

Hobbies, sports, clubs, etc.? 

Do you know what you want to do as a career? If so, what is it?  

 What are your goals in life? 

  

How did you learn about the Azalea Trail Maids? 

 Why did you want to join? 

 

What was the process to join the Trail Maids like? 

 How did you feel when you were invited to join? Why? 

 

Tell me what a normal event as a Trail Maid looks like. 

 What are the rules for working an event? What’s the reasoning behind them? 

 How did you interact with the public at events? 

 How did you feel when you were working an event? Why? 

  

Have you ever made any mistakes while at an event? 

 If so, what was it?  

 How did you know that you had done something wrong? 

 Did it change how you acted at events after that? 
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How do you talk to people who were not in the Trail Maids about what you did when you were a 

member? 

 How do they respond to that?  

 

What characteristics describe a good candidate to join the Trail Maids? 

 Why?  

 

What characteristics would be undesirable in a candidate for the Trail Maids? 

 Why?   

 

How do you think gender played a role in your responsibilities as a Trail Maid? 

 Why? 

 

How do you think race played a role in your responsibilities as a Trail Maid? 

 Why? 

 

How do you think socio-economic statues played a role in your responsibilities as a Trail Maid? 

 Why? 

 

What does the Trail Maid dress that you wore to events communicate/mean to you?  

 Why? 

 What do you think the dresses communicate to the public? 

 Why? 
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How do you feel about the Trail Maids today? 

 How do you feel about your role in the organization? Proud, embarrassed, nostalgic etc.? 

 

Would you recommend joining the Trail Maids to young girls today? 

 Why?  

 

How do you define a Southern woman? 

 Why? 

 Do you think the Trail Maids fit this definition? Why or why not? 

 

Is there anything else you want me to know before we wrap things up?  
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APPENDIX B: IRB APPROVAL 

 
 



 

 
 

115 

APPENDIX C: LIST OF QUALITATIVE CASE STUDY PARTICIPANTS 
 

Camellia – Age 20, White 

Hyacinth – Age 20, White 

Pansy – Age 23, Black 

Viola – Age 20, White 

Lily – Age 21, Black 

Fuschia – Age 23, White 

Daisy – Age 20, Black 

Petunia – Age 45, White 

Hydrangea – Age 20, White 

Orchid – Age 21, Black 

Begonia – Age 20, White 

Magnolia – Age 23, White 

Zinnia – Age 21, White 

Myrtle – Age 23, White 

Marigold – Age 20, White 

Chrysanthemum – Age 21, Black 

Mimosa – Age 46, White 

Daffodil – Age 19, White 

Foxglove – Age 22, White 

Tulip – Age 48, White 

Larkspur – Age 21, Black 

Jasmine – Age 22, White 


