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Bernice Kelly Harris (1891-1973) was the first woman
to win the Mayflower Cup – awarded for outstand-
ing writing about North Carolina – for her 1939 novel
Purslane. She wrote seven more novels[1], as well as
plays, short stories, and a memoir.[2] Harris also pub-
lished three edited collections.[3] Named by Melrose
Press of London as one of Two Thousand Women of
Achievement, she received the North Carolina Governor’s
Award for great distinction in literature, the Carnegie
Award for Women, and two honorary doctorates.

Such achievement, as Valerie Raleigh Yow demon-
strates in this biography, is more remarkable when jux-
taposed with Harris’s conventional life as a middle-class
southern matron. Drawing on Harris’s autobiography,
her unpublished autobiographical writings and letters,
and Richard Walser’s 1955 biography of Harris, Yow em-
phasizes the tension between Harris’s work as a serious
woman of letters and her life as a traditional, white south-
ern woman in the early twentieth century.[4]

Harris was born in Wake County, in the Piedmont

section of North Carolina, into a family of small landown-
ing farmers whose principal crops were cotton and to-
bacco. She attended Meredith College, a Baptist college
for women, in Raleigh, where she wrote short stories for
college publications and worked on the staff of the col-
lege literary magazine. “At Meredith,” Yow writes, “Ber-
nice decided definitely she would be a teacher and nur-
ture writers rather than be one” (p. 19). Harris taught
English, Latin, and drama at a public school in Seaboard,
North Carolina, for eleven years. In the summers she
taught summer school and attended classes in Chapel
Hill at the University of North Carolina, where she was
inspired by her drama professor, Frederick Koch. Koch
organized the Carolina Playmakers in 1918 and later an
annual spring festival of plays, where some of Harris’s
students saw their works performed. Harris organized
the Seaboard Players in her own town, directing, produc-
ing, and designing sets and costumes, as well as teaching
playwriting.

Bernice Kelly was 27 when she met Herbert Harris
in 1918. Part-owner of a cotton-gin business, he was
“one of the richest men among the gentry” (p. 35). Af-
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ter an unusually long engagement, they married in 1926.
As a “town matron,” Harris became active in commu-
nity and church activities, played cards at “rook parties,”
and ran the household. Eventually Harris began to write
again, publishing articles in the local newspapers. Yow
points out that the financial security provided by mar-
riage allowed Harris, “for the first time since childhood,
the leisure to write” (p. 43). For her newspaper articles,
usually human-interest stories or descriptions of social
events, Harris “received awards” (p. 44), although Yow
does not specify further.

As Harris began writing short stories, she “refrained
from writing in [her husband’s] presence” as he “could
not understand why she would spend time ’scribbling’ ”
(p. 44). It is no wonder that ”[s]oon after the marriage,
she began to have problems with ’nervous indigestion’“
(p. 45). When in 1934 she sold her first short story,
”Bantie Woman,“ to the Saturday Evening Post, Herbert
”said he could not understand why anyone would pay
so much for so little“ (p. 45). Yow details Harris’s often
poignant attempts to please her difficult husband while
retaining enough of her own sense of self to continue
writing. The worst blow was Herbert’s refusal to have
children, something Harris remained angry about more
than forty years later (p. 41).

During the Depression, Harris worked for the Fed-
eral Writers Project, conducting interviews in rural com-
munities with “a wide range of people–women as well
as men, blacks and whites, rich and poor” (p. 93). She
recorded the life stories of tenant farmers, sharecrop-
pers, and day laborers, as well as landowners, doctors,
and merchants. Raising her awareness of race, class, and
gender, this work “reinforced her feelings about social
injustices and charged her writing” (p. 96). Particularly
interesting is Yow’s claim that, after working in African-
American communities, Harris began to write differently
about race (p. 44). In her 1946 novel Janey Jeems, Har-
ris portrayed a rural black family without explicitly indi-
cating their race. Her sympathetic depiction of African
Americans was criticized by white readers, who felt that
“she had played a trick on them by not emphasizing skin
color” (p. 156). She replied, “I deleted all reference to
color and race, not with any wish to mystify or deceive
readers, but rather to point up the essential oneness in
the human experience, in happiness and tragedy and in
love and hate” (p. 156).

Yow, a psychotherapist and former history professor,
speculates on Harris’s feelings about the roles available
to white southern women in the early twentieth century.

For Harris, she writes, “the choice seems to have been to
rebel against community expectations and be a writer or
to settle into the role of married woman whose concerns
would be cooking, nurturing, cleaning” (p. 15). Yow con-
tends that while Harris was always a deferential and self-
sacrificing wife, she also defied tradition by writing fic-
tion, in which “her rich inner life, the ’life behind the
mask,’ could be articulated” (p. 47).

When writing about literature, however, Yow is not
as effective. Despite the wealth of recent work on South-
ern women writers, Yow relies almost exclusively on one
text, Anne Goodwyn Jones’s Tomorrow Is Another Day:
The Woman Writer in the South 1859-1936 (1981).[5] Pi-
oneering and insightful as that work is, much historical
and literary work on Southern women writers has been
done since. Furthermore, although Yow s attempts to
contextualize Harris’s fiction are often useful, too often
she makes seemingly pointless comparisons with other
writers. For example, she devotes three pages to the
work of Erskine Caldwell in order to explain differences
between his novels and those of Harris. Elsewhere she
misidentifies Harris’s novel Janey Jeems as a work of nat-
uralism and digresses into a discussion of the figure of the
tragic mulatta in African-American literature, again us-
ing only one source and that one also twenty years old,
despite a spate of recent work on the subject (p. 150).[6]

Bernice Kelly Harris: A Good Life Was Writing will
appeal more to those interested in the lives of southern
women in the first half of the twentieth century than
to those seeking literary insights. What Yow illumi-
nates successfully is how one woman’s seemingly con-
ventional and unremarkable life of pickling and canning,
church and family, was nonetheless a life of rewarding
creative achievement and inspiration to her community
of fellow writers. Although Yow sometimes overstates
the quality of Harris’s writing, few writers could have
divided their energies between the roles of traditional
wife, Sunday school teacher, community pillar, writing
teacher, and mentor and still write so ambitiously and
prolifically, as Harris did throughout her life.
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