From smiles to miles:  Delta Air Lines flight attendants and Southern Hospitality, 1941 -1991.  Drew Whitelegg 

Your hospitality showed me that you cared!

Southern Girl, Maze, featuring Frankie Beverly, 1980

Introduction

Between 1941, when the airline moved its headquarters from Monroe, Louisiana to Atlanta, Georgia, and 1991, when it expanded its international presence significantly through the acquisition of Pan Am’s transatlantic operations, Delta Air Lines’ growth was one of the US aviation’s success stories.  Originally a 1920s crop-dusting operation in the Mississippi delta, battling against the cotton-destroying boll weevil, the airline by the 1990s represented one of the “Big Three” US carriers (alongside American and United), with a reputation for fiscal prudence and management and a welcome conservatism, when juxtaposed with the big name casualties of the period.

One of Delta’s greatest strengths was the industry’s high regard for its cabin service, especially when price competition was largely banned before deregulation in 1978.  Between 1960 and 1980, for instance, the airline regularly finished top or near top in the “fewer customer complaints” table.
  Despite this emphasis on service, flight attendants – who provided the front-line delivery of that service – have remained hitherto largely hidden in the airline’s historiography.  Lewis and Newton’s company-sanctioned biography, for example, contains only eleven references to them in nearly 500 pages.  Geoff Jones’ recent pictorial compendium shows a mere handful of posed flight attendant photographs demonstrating new uniforms, amid the overwhelming number of illustrations of aircraft types.
 

This paper places flight attendants more centrally within the Delta story.  In doing so, however, it also explores their connection with the myth of southern hospitality, a covert, and sometimes overt, branding strategy that conflated the airline’s regional roots and metaphysical constructions of the “Delta Spirit” and “Family” with notions of southern womanhood.  As one 1966 advertisement claimed “We like to think our stewardesses personify the spirit of Delta.”
  Such branding positioned the airline as quintessentially southern, one whose success matched that of its home city, Atlanta, and the emerging region, especially from the 1960s onward.
  It allowed Delta to capitalize on its claim to be a “family airline” to its passengers:  Delta pioneered “family fares” in the 1960s and advertised its “early bird” flights that enabled husbands to spend “more evenings at home”.
  The company itself was also depicted as being a family.  A 1982 issue of the company magazine, Delta Digest, contained a Christmas “Report to the Delta Family” from President David Garrett.  “During this holiday season,” writes Garrett, “the Delta Family has many reasons to be thankful.”

Delta’s stress on family, spirit and southern hospitality inevitably merged into a heavy emphasis on “home”.  Of course, home is a dominant motif in southern culture in terms of physical territory and in psychological attachment to place.  Delta, named after and originating from the Mississippi floodplain of William Faulkner, transplanted “home” to the airplane cabin, in which legendary southern hospitality could be performed.   “Living Room Comfort at 615 mph,” claimed one advertisement for the Convair 880 jet in the early 1960s.  Naturally, on boarding a Delta flight, one would be welcomed by a southern lady, in the form of the flight attendant, encouraged in training to conceptualise the airplane cabin as her own living room. 

I begin this paper by briefly exploring the notion of hospitality and southern womanhood.  I then consider the construction of home within Delta’s training, drawing on Arlie Hochschild’s The Managed Heart, as well as numerous interviews conducted with current and former flight attendants at the airline.  Lastly, and at greater length, I analyse the diffusion of these concepts through Delta’s company journal, Delta Digest.  Albert Mills has explored how the gendering of British Airways was reflected in and promoted through its company newsletter.
  As will be demonstrated, Delta’s equivalent enabled the construction of southern hospitality to be perpetuated within the airline as much as to the outside world.

Southern hospitality and the southern lady

In 1930, the authors of I’ll Take My Stand staked out the case for southern exceptionalism.  In the face of northern-inspired industrialism they pointed to the “practices [of] manners, conversation, hospitality, sympathy, family life” that represented the region’s way of life.
  Such emphasis on manners originated in the pre-Civil War period.  An aristocratic-driven gentility, as opposed to democratic-driven, emerged in the south, with, according to one prominent advice columnist, major implications for the dissemination of “good manners” throughout the world.

Bertram Wyatt-Brown and Joe Gray Taylor have analysed the development of hospitality as part of a southern code of honour and graciousness.
  As Newman notes, “hospitality is firmly rooted in the culture of the South.  While individuals in other regions could certainly be hospitable, this characteristic is firmly rooted in the unique culture of the South, forming part of the way of life for most residents in the area.”
  Even today, new visitors to the region comment on the friendliness of its inhabitants.  Undoubtedly, given the region’s history, the interpretation of the notion of hospitality is highly contingent upon race and class.  It is also heavily intertwined with gender and the construction of the cult of southern womanhood.

According to McPherson, the southern lady is a “central part in the aggrandizement of Dixie.”
  During the 1930s, as Delta Air Lines developed its passenger routes in a region dubbed by FDR the nation’s “number one economic problem,” revisionists for the Old South (including the authors of I’ll Take My Stand) focused on the virtues of southern womanhood as an untainted and enduring emblem.  Of course, in Atlanta, the publication of Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind (and subsequent film release) provided a fictional embodiment of this emblem.  In fact, it provided two embodiments:  as Florence King observes, Scarlett O’Hara’s adroit and alluring figure meets its alter ego in “sweet” Melanie Wilkes, Ashley’s faithful and doomed wife and Scarlett’s ostensible rival.

It should be remembered that, according to Mitchell, “Scarlett was not beautiful.”  The novel’s first sentence, McPherson claims, underscores that “it is not beauty but something to do with appearance and performance that defines (white) southern womanhood.”
  The stress is on etiquette and decorum, on how one acts as opposed to specifically how one looks.  Southern women, according to Baym, have become the “embodiment of graces” of the region, a word defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as “the quality of pleasing, attractiveness, charm.”
  

The stress on behaviour, rather than pure looks, can be observed in advice dispensed by Mary Ruth Rouse (dubbed “Mother Mary” by her students), Delta’s chief stewardess instructor:

Not everyone has a flawless complexion, figure and other features, but every girl who passes the rigorous acceptance standards to become a stewardess has the potential to be beautiful in her own right…I hope I have made clear how your looks are directly linked to your attitudes and your life style.  If you take care of your body and carefully cultivate positive, healthy attitudes toward your life and your work, you’ll soon find that you are not only a happier person, but also truly beautiful as well (emphasis added).
 

With the onset of the jet age, airlines increasingly turned to their flight attendants to lure (mainly male) passengers.  Sexual imagery became a trademark of American airlines, most notably Braniff, Continental and Southwest.  Delta’s “southern ladies”, dispensing southern hospitality, differentiated the airline from its counterparts.  It also tapped into an increasingly marketable myth, disseminated through the national media, centered around southern womanhood and hospitality.  As Hochschild claims, though leaves rather undeveloped, “Delta sells Southern womanhood.”
  Even in the late 1980s, Atlanta’s airport was invoking the myth in its interests:  

You may think that Scarlett O’Hara was a figment of Gone with the Wind author Margaret Mitchell’s imagination, but Atlanta is living proof of the same resourceful and indomitable spirit.

Baym reminds us that the myth is, above anything else, a myth.  But the image of southern womanhood is one that is remarkably flexible.  King, in her irreverent tour of the southern lady’s psyche, notes how she is endowed with “at least five totally different images and [has been asked] to be good enough to adopt all of them.  She is required to be frigid, passionate, sweet, bitchy, and scatterbrained – all at the same time.”
  In this light, Scarlett O’ Hara and Melanie Wilkes could be read as two sides of the same character, as indeed could faithful Ada (Nicole Kidman) and practical, unsentimental Ruby (Renee Zellweger) in the contemporary Cold Mountain.

Two impressions emerge from the above discussion.  First, the construction of southern womanhood involves a series of flexible identities.  Second, with its stress on behaviour, it also involves the adoption of a series of roles for its successful delivery.  To repeat, it’s not how one looks but how one acts.  The point for this paper is that the combination of flexibility, role playing and codified behaviour lay at the heart of training for Delta’s flight attendants, which emphasized the malleability of personalities to fit its ideal of southern hospitality.  “Yours is a position of great responsibility,” Mary Ruth Rouse, tells the airline’s flight attendants:

Your appearance, your service and your disposition – in short, your professionalism – may determine whether the passenger books your airline again.  A lot of jobs depend upon you.
   

There’s no place like home

In her study of Delta flight attendants in the early 1980s, Hochschild tells of how an experienced pilot explains to a group of trainees what is expected on board:

Now, girls, I want to tell you something else…I want you to think of the cabin as the living room in your very own home.  At home, wouldn’t you go out of your way to make friends feel at ease and have a good time?  Well, it’s the same thing in the L1011

Hochschild reports one recent graduate’s observations on meeting new passengers:

You think how the new person resembles someone you know.  You see your sister’s eyes in someone sitting at that seat.  That makes you want to put out for them.  I like to think of the cabin as the living room in my own home.  When someone drops in [at home], you may not know them, but you get something for them.  You put that on a grand scale – thirty-six passengers per flight attendant – but it’s the same feeling (emphasis in original).

For Hochschild, the deepest appeal in Delta’s training programme was to “the trainee’s capacity to act as if the airplane cabin (where she works) were her home (where she doesn’t work).”
  This appeal was part of what she calls the extraction of emotional labour, whereby part of the service itself involved the emotional style of offering performed by the worker.  Or, put another way, flight attendants sold not just their labour power but also their emotions, which were channeled and corralled into a series of pre-scripted acts and responses.  Passengers boarded an airplane expecting to be treated in certain way:  flight attendants, in the company eyes, were there to make sure that those emotional and behavioural expectations were fully met.  “As at home,” Hochschild continues:

the guest is protected from ridicule.  A flight attendant must suppress laughter, for example at seeing a passenger try to climb into the overhead luggage rack, imagining it to be a bunk bed.  Nor will she exhibit any idiosyncratic habits of her own, which might make the guest feel uncomfortable.
 

The stress on performance led to the suppression of emotions that worked against the image of hospitality.  Unruly passengers were not deemed to be “wrong” or “obnoxious” but “uncontrolled”:  as a last resort, flight attendants were encouraged not to think of such a passenger as a guest but as a child in need of nurturing and empathy.

Other airlines – notably United – stressed the analogy of home, mother and family in its corporate image.  As recently as 2002, British Airways carried an advertisement representing the passenger as baby and the cabin crew member as mother.  Yet none could match Delta’s automatic appeal to southern womanhood, with its multiple roles.

When Delta first hired female flight attendants in 1940 (relatively late in the industry in the US) it asked for “Eight Hostesses:  Can you qualify?…Prefer Poise, Personality, Pulchritude.”
  The first recruits had do be demonstrably adroit:  all qualified nurses, they also had to be “knowledgeable about current affairs [and to] carry on an intelligent conversation.”  Keeping up with baseball, notably the Atlanta Crackers, was also an advantage for job applicants.
  The image conjured up is both one of the dinner party hostess and also of Scarlett O’Hara surrounded by suitors, hanging on her every word.  According to Birdie Bomar, Delta’s first flight attendant, “customers were to be pampered, catered to and pleased.”

Libbie Love, who joined the airline in the next cohort to Bomar, recalls of her time in the cabin:

It was comparable in many ways to being in the theater.  We used to think of ourselves as better than models, who just had to stand there and look lovely.  Whereas we also had to react quickly.  We were expected to act like ladies and treat our passengers as if they were guests in our own home.  And we were treated like ladies in that uniform.

In interviews with former and current flight attendants, I found the home theme emerging.  “I treat people like they’re in my house,” one flight attendant told me.  Another inverted the argument cynically, “If this were really my home, I’d never let these people in.”

There were also numerous allusions to the notion of the company as family, even if these were often couched in terms of what had been lost as the company had grown.  One woman commented how when she had begun work in the early 1970s Delta “was really like a family.”  “Delta has grown so much, it used to be a big happy family,” echoed another. 

Like southern womanhood itself, the role of Delta’s flight attendants within this family was multi-faceted.  First, there was the hostess, treating passengers as though they were in their home.  Second, there was the southern belle, in which Delta’s flight attendants appeared as debutantes, as if at a coming-out ball in Atlanta.  Flight attendants – save for a short period during the Second World War – were prohibited from being married or having children, and one of the publicised attractions of flying (for both flight attendant and passenger) was the possibility of meeting a potential marriage partner on board.  Bomar observes, “being associated with the airlines turned out to be happy hunting ground for marriage partners for lots of young men and women with healthy hormones and honorable intentions.”
  As with real debutantes, Delta’s flight attendants were dressed from the finest clothing outlets in Atlanta and, later, Texas (though they had to pay for uniforms themselves).  “From the beginning,” Bomar claims, “Delta was a stickler about appearance…The girls got a kick out of going to Rich’s [Atlanta’s top department store] for professional make-up jobs and hair-dos.”

Hochschild describes how Delta claimed not to meddle in flight attendants’ personal lives, but that, according to one trainer, “it does want the flight attendant to uphold certain Delta standards of conduct.”
  To this end, the company placed great emphasis on individual control of one’s own actions, be it in terms of “honorable intentions”, as Bomar put it, or in terms of being personal representatives and saleswomen for the airline.  “We were brainwashed to become a cheerleader.  We were left feeling proud of Delta.  It was embedded in our heads,” claimed one former worker.  The point is that being a good Delta representative involved behaving as a southern lady.  On the one hand autonomous and self-reliant, on the other trained to act as if personally fascinated by every passenger on board, the ghost of Scarlett O’Hara continued to loom in the airplane cabin.

The southern lady, however, was not just a convenient sales pitch to the public.  It was also an important motivator within the airline itself.  To assess this, I now turn to an analysis of the airline’s company magazine.

Delta Digest

Delta Digest was inaugurated in May 1942 and by the next year was being produced on a quarterly basis.  In 1945, it became a monthly and was produced until 1994 when it was replaced by the Delta News Digest.  “Like a ‘family’ album,” a retrospective editorial claimed, “the Digest has recorded the growth of an airline and the personality of the Delta people.”

Albert Mills notes how company materials belie perceptions of womanhood and manhood, when “understood through the framework of the key social and organizational discourses of the time.”
  Not only useful for the production of items of “company interest”, such sources also contain images of gender:  

Through specific foci and emphases, silences and exclusions, direct comment and presentation, airline company newsletters lent themselves to the shaping of specific images of “men” and “women” and approved organizational/occupational associations.”
  

Of additional interest, in the case of Delta, is the position of race.  Based in Atlanta, albeit a relatively liberal city in an apartheid region, Delta had a less-than benign attitude towards race relations until the 1970s.  This was bound to be reflected in the “silences and exclusions” of the company newsletter.

There are many parallels in the presentation of men between British Airways’ newsletter and Delta’s.  Men are illustrated as being in charge and control, either of the company, the technology of flying airplanes, or the technology of maintaining those airplanes.  Up to the 1970s, women are often depicted as adornments or appendages to the serious business of running the airline.  Delta’s newsletter also evolves from strict reporting of company decisions and developments, to include mentions of service awards (though these oscillate in prominence) and to carry more specific articles explaining the function of different airline departments.  Men’s sports also figure regularly, from basketball teams in the late 1940s to Delta golf days in the 1990s.

Unsurprisingly, given its southern background, Delta’s newsletter is socially conservative with constant allusions to family, charity appeals, religion, and, in the 1960s, patriotic primers and “fact checkers” concerning the Soviet Union.  Periodic articles remind employees that the onus is upon themselves not only to help further the airline’s cause, but also that the best way of doing so is to focus upon their own behaviour.  As early as 1948, for instance, Delta’s new “personal evaluation plan” – a form of appraisal now commonplace in most large organizations – was being trumpeted as a way of improving work.

Depictions of flight attendants in Delta Digest combine three themes of southern womanhood, similar to Scarlett herself:  correct behaviour, tempered by self-motivation and resourcefulness; being a good hostess, sometimes as family member; and coquetry.  

Codes of approved behaviour were re-enforced by the publication of citation awards for flight attendants who went the extra mile in the airline’s cause.  A “damsel in distress”, an “airsick elderly German lady”, an “elderly lady making her first flight”, and a “young girl flying overseas for the first time”, were all taken in hand by Delta flight attendants and cared for in a highly personal way (a flight attendant may stay up all night with a passenger to make sure they were OK, a passenger may be put up for the evening etc).  They were also reinforced by specific exhortations and advice on how to improve one’s individual performance.  A January 1957 article asked:

How does the gal, whom you know perfectly well isn’t really beautiful by slide rule standards, succeed in (1) either making you think she is or (2) conclude that such rules are really bogus and make no difference?

The airline’s answer was:

This was no glib formula whereby a girl repeats over and over to herself three or four thousand times a day “I’m beautiful, I’m beautiful, I’m beautiful” like so many golden texts.  Rather it was first setting up a mental image of herself as a gracious, well groomed and well mannered person and then literally bringing that image to life.

A 1961 story told of the personal triumph of Hildy Hoffman, whose high school weight of 170 pounds, “emphasized by a diminutive height of only 5 feet and 3 inches”, had not prevented her from fulfilling her dream of becoming a Delta flight attendant.  Having lost 50 pounds over one summer, and then five more at the insistence of the airline, Hildy was accepted to training school and eventually graduated.  “I love it,” she said, of her new career:

It’s every bit as interesting and exciting as I thought it would be, even if hard work too.  And I don’t miss a single one of those pounds I gave up for it,” she adds with a twinkle in her eyes.

The message here to other flight attendants is clear:  look at the efforts people will go to to do this job; consider yourself lucky to have it and stay in shape.

With the major growth in air travel due to the introduction of jets in the late 1950s and 1960s, Delta found itself in an increasingly competitive environment as it expanded its route network.  By August 1971, Delta Digest was quoting a “rival sales manager”:  

And that’s just what Delta has going for them – your people all act like marketing and sales people…They’re always pushing Delta and their reputation for customer service is hard to ignore…But…A lot of eyes have been opened and our people all along the line are teaming up to get your customers.  Let your service falter for just a moment and you’ll find we’re there asking for your customers.

By September 1971, Delta had set up TIME (Total Involvement in Marketing by Employees) designed to remind every Delta worker that it was up to them as individuals to root for the airline in the face of competition.  As front line staff, with the most contact hours with the public of all Delta employees, flight attendants were singled out.  A cartoon on the back of the same issue showed a flight attendant waiting at the cabin door with the slogan “You never get a second chance to make a good impression.” 

Ten years later, with the downturn in the airline industry and post-deregulation fallout, the company once more was placing the onus on individual employees:

It is more important than ever before that each member of the Delta family eliminate unnecessary expenses and increase efficiency at every opportunity, work hard to obtain that extra passenger on every flight and provide the very best service to each and every customer.

Those who felt the urge to snap or be rude to customers were reminded of the model behaviour of fellow workers in the mailbag section (none of the letters had any names or addresses attached).  “She made us all feel guilty” read one headline, with the “author” claiming:

I’m in the travel business and I must admit I was hot and bothered.  I watched this young lady be verbally abused, stepped on by an over-sized lady and have part of a coke spilled on her.  Not only did she maintain her composure but her sweet manner and smile made us all feel guilty.

In short, Delta’s flight attendants were required, as Hochschild argues, to keep their emotions in check.  They were required to use these emotions as a selling point that predicated how they acted over how they looked.  Beauty, they were told, comes from within and therefore was attainable to anyone, so long as they behaved in the correct manner.

The flight attendant as hostess is a regular image throughout the period in question.  A June 1957 article shows a flight attendant removing food from a dish and then presenting it, smiling of course, to a reclined male passenger who isn’t even actually looking at her.
  The inauguration of Royal Service flights in 1958 provided ample opportunities to show off the flight attendants as perfect hostesses.  Not one, but three “stewardesses bearing delectable canapés, complimentary champagne, and choice of entrée” attended each Royal Service passenger.
  A 1960 front cover depicted a smiling flight attendant delivering a meal to a well-dressed female passenger (with hat and pearls).  Her (presumed) husband has already started working on his.  A 1972 cover is significant in that it, for the first time, shows an African-American flight attendant, smiling directly into the camera with food at the ready.  As late as 1993, the front cover showed a flight attendant checking on a businessman, complete with coffee, copy of the Wall Street Journal and executive briefcase.  This mirrored Delta’s advertising campaign of the time which claimed business(men) never had to make a service call as the flight attendant was so attentive as to spot when he needed something.

Other allusions to hostess qualities and hospitality can be found in depictions of flight attendants preparing for Christmas, and Dottie Delta’s Corner, in which a cartoon flight attendant dispensed advice on cooking recipes.  One “stewardess” in the 1950s talked of sewing as a means of relaxation, while another from the early 1980s spoke of the importance of being a good Christian and the network of like-minded workers on board.
  

Coquetry is most manifest in the period between the mid 1950s and early 1970s, coinciding with, and almost certainly not unrelated to, the widespread introduction of jets into the industry (Delta being one of the major pioneers in this department).  Until the mid 1950s, Delta Digest showed flight attendants singly in their military style uniforms, or collectively on graduation day.  The group photos complimented the men’s basketball teams.  As advertising agencies began to put sex and flying together, Delta Digest reflected another side to the southern lady.  “To bolster morales throughout the system,” a 1956 edition declared:

we picture Stewardess Gerry Fain as this month’s cheesecake offering.  Gerry’s a cute 21-year-old brunette, 5 feet 2 inches tall, with blue eyes.  A native of Atlanta.

The same edition congratulated Juanita Faye Stanford, Delta Stewardess, for being proclaimed Miss Air Force Reserve of Tennessee.  “Vital statistics are:  21 years of age, 5 feet 41/2 inches tall, 118 pounds, dark brown hair and eyes, and measurements of 36-22-351/2 inches.”
 The following month, Rich’s Department store’s “resort look” was modeled by assorted “Delta lovelies” (not all flight attendants) including swimming costume poses.

Given that this was the 1950s, we should not be surprised at the discourse and images involved here.  The important point, though, is the way this objectification of “the lovelies” was not at odds with images of correct behaviour and hospitality.  It was one of at least three sides to the Delta flight attendant that mirrored the multi-faceted character of southern womanhood identified, albeit in satirical form, by King.  “The smiling young ladies” according to the airline’s head of passenger service must have the “qualities of sincerity, friendliness, poise, initiative and genuinely attractive personality to fit the Delta pattern.”
  Scarlett and Melanie, in other words; Ada and Ruby.  The coquetry at work was one that came with implicit boundaries laid down by the fact that, even though she may be “this month’s cheescake offering” she was still a southern lady with strict codes on how to behave.  Birdie Bomar recalls:

We had some great times.  And when I say great times, I don’t mean beddy-by times.  This was way before the sexual revolution.  I don’t want to give the impression that there wasn’t a lot of smooching going on, but it was generally thought that the heavy stuff should wait until after marriage.  There were some fast girls around and the occasional shockers popped up, like the rumor of the girl going down to the Georgia Tech football stadium and taking on the whole team.
 

This is classic Atlanta stuff, and could almost come directly from an Anne Rivers Siddons novel, where rules were rules and boundaries between being a southern lady and falling from grace are clear.

Thus in the 1960s, when other airlines stepped from coquetry into the world of outright double entendres (“the Air Strip”, the “Quickie” and so on) Delta stuck fast to its image of wholesome southern womanhood.  The journal contained several “diary of a flight attendant sections” which charted their daily experiences.  Naturally, being unmarried, flight attendants woke alone and returned to single beds at the end of the flight.  One was shown making a pre-flight call to a “special beau”, meaning that she had been “pinned” for marriage in good old southern sorority style.  “Time for a little nap,” ran another caption, underneath two flight attendants crashed out on single beds on their hotel layover.  No fooling around there.
 

From the mid-1960s a focus on new uniforms reflected the “risqué, but not too risqué” caution of the southern carrier, in comparison to designs at Braniff, for instance.  “Dresses will be short, but not mini,” the journal reassured.
  New summer colours would “present a splash of color in the terminal as the stewardesses in their short but not mini length dresses go to their flight,” echoed a later report.
  The corresponding issue showed six flight attendants standing in a ring, holding hands, on the front cover, noticeable for the first posed picture that included an African-American worker.

By the end of the 1960s, posed group shots illustrated the variety of uniforms, rather than the collective uniformity of the early 1950s.  Modern chic was placed against southern heritage in July 1970, with a cover shot on Stone Mountain, Georgia, while a 1973 story placed a collection of flight attendants on stepladders in front of DC10 (other airlines had matched the contrast of “masculine” hardware with “feminine” software).  A further uniform change in 1975 was marked by a report on the decision making process behind the design, while in 1983, a new design was christened “an updated statement of class rather than just another classic statement” by its designer.  “A breed apart…that’s how I think of Delta, an airline with its own identity and its own spirit.” 

Direct appeals to southern womanhood declined in frequency during the 1980s, partly as the airline became an increasingly national carrier no longer embedded in the southeast, and also because the emphasis of airlines switched from service to cost following deregulation.  Yet, even in the late 1980s, Delta Digest carried an advertisement with a close-up of a smiling flight attendant and the caption “When people love their work, it shows.  That’s the Spirit of Delta”.  The text continued: 

And if you’re wondering where all this comes from, well, it comes from inside.  Our people are happy.  Because they love what they do and who they do it for.  When people feel that way, they simply have more to give.

However, southern hospitality as presented by Delta was an exclusively white preserve.  The first African-American flight attendant was hired in 1966 and appeared in the airline’s annual report of that year.  In Delta Digest, the first African-American flight attendant pictured is a trainee in March 1969.  As previously mentioned, the first posed shot occurred in May 1969; the first on-board cover shot was not until 1972.

Mills talks of the importance of “absences” from British Airways’ newsletter and certainly Delta’s weekly journal speaks volumes about the company’s attitude to race.  Until the late 1960s, blacks are almost completely absent, despite the airline being based in Atlanta, the supposed home of the Civil Rights movement.  Indeed, its story to the public in terms of representation of African-Americans seems far more progressive than the story presented to its own workers.  Unlike most major airlines, Delta refused to take part in affirmative action programmes sponsored by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, until it was challenged in 1967.  In 1970, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, organization of the late Martin Luther King Jr., threatened to boycott the airline if it did not raise the number of black hires.  Of over 2000 flight attendants in Atlanta, it claimed, only 52 were black.  Delta’s claim that most African-American jobs in the company were in maintenance belied the fact that they were necessarily jobs with no contact with the public.
  Interviews with black ex-flight attendants suggest that Delta was no bed of roses for black hires in the early 1970s (though this was probably true of any large southern company).  What is certainly true is that Delta’s construction of southern womanhood, with its myriad of roles, did not extend to African-American flight attendants.

Conclusion

March 1964’s edition carried a picture of flight attendant Ovie Folds on its front cover.  Folds had been declared Queen of Atlanta’s Dogwood Festival and adorned the cover in white puffed-out frilly dress with parasol, in front of a colonnaded mansion, closely resembling Scarlett O’Hara.  The fusion of flight attendant and southern lady was thus complete.
This paper has argued that Delta Air Lines developed a strong association between its flight attendants and notions of southern womanhood.  These were presented to the public in advertising but also, as suggested here, to the Delta “family” itself.  By focusing on a set of roles and codes of behaviour Delta attempted to keep its flight attendants closely tied to the Delta brand.  The emphasis on how flight attendants acted as opposed to how they looked (though appearance remained a major part of the southern lady’s portfolio) Delta constructed a more durable image than other airlines that more directly objectified their workers.

In conclusion, I would like to make two wider observations on the consequences of Delta’s focus on southern womanhood, as a pointer to future research.  First, though Delta became a national and significant international airline by the 1990s, and though southern womanhood was increasingly downplayed, it remained strong among flight attendants themselves.  As Delta went through various mergers, older, original Delta flight attendants began to take on the moniker “RD – Real Delta”.  This became a point of contention when trying to merge airline cultures, especially among Pan Am crew joining the airline at the end of our study period.  Indeed, workers switching into Delta often found the attitudes of the airline’s southern core of flight attendants alienating and parochial, such that RD also became known as “Redneck Delta”.

This feeds into a second point.  The focus on southern womanhood was very useful in keeping trade unions out of the flight attendant body.  Delta’s flight attendants remain non-union to this day, unique among major US carriers.  Having multiple roles meant multiple flexibility.  With no written contracts Delta’s flight attendants could be asked to do virtually anything (within reason) as part of their jobs.  To demur was not just to let oneself down but also, of course, the whole family.  In late 2001, Delta’s flight attendants voted on joining a union. Despite winning most of the votes cast, the union drive failed as all non-voters counted as a “no” vote.  From interviews it is clear that the main group responsible for the failure of the drive were the RDs, Delta’s main body of southern flight attendants.  As Michelle Brattain has shown, there is no automatic reason why southern women should be anti-union, and I am keen to avoid any sense of essentialism.
  But even so, messing around with unions is hardly becoming of a southern lady.  As one flight attendant wrote, in thinly veiled code, on the prospect of merging with unionized Northeast Airlines in 1972:

Thinking about the DELTA NORTHEAST merger recently prompted me into delving into all the reasons we have for really appreciating DELTA AIR LINES.  There are so many benefits that it would be impossible to list them all here…good pay, fantastic travel privileges, and many many more good things.  The quality that stands out most to me however is that I FEEL LIKE AN INDIVIDUAL, not PART OF A MASS.

Delta’s use of southern womanhood, in short, was not only a useful marketing tool.  It was a perfect example of how to keep workers under control.
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