Sweet home Mississippi
With a new house, restaurant and
blues club, Morgan Freeman
is happy to be back in the Delta.
But that Rebel flag still hurts.
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Clarksdale, Miss. --- Morgan Freeman
is zooming across the Mississippi Delta in
his BMW 740iL, the radio blaring "Hit the Road Jack." He leans back in the bucket
seat and pushes the silver bullet past 115 mph, twice the legal limit. Suddenly he
takes his foot off the gas. That's no heat mirage in the vapors rising off the asphalt
up ahead: A trooper has a motorist pulled over.
"Oh, he got him one," Freeman says in a low, mellow tone familiar to any
moviegoer. He eases into the brake pedal, then watches through sunglasses as the
scene recedes in his rearview mirror. "There may be a blockade up the road, but
I'll take my chances."
With that, he gooses the accelerator and sends the speedometer back into triple
digits. If Hoke had driven Miss Daisy like this, the poor woman would have died of
fright.
There was a time when Freeman wouldn't have taken a state patrol cruiser so
lightly. The 64-year-old actor grew up in Mississippi during the '40s and early '50s,
a distant world where the last thing a black youngster wanted was an audience
with the law. Today, as one of the state's most celebrated residents, Freeman is
given a wide berth. Police know his car and usually let it pass. When they do pull
him over, it's to issue a warning or maybe to ask for an autograph. They've never
given him a ticket.
Like B.B. King or Eudora Welty, Freeman has become a cultural icon in a state
that cherishes them and holds them up to the nation as if to say: Look, we're
better than you might think. His favorite son status was officially recognized this
spring when he received a double hug from the government in Jackson, appearing
before a joint session of the Legislature to accept a resolution of appreciation and
then joining the governor for a state dinner in his honor.
"I feel like I'm in high cotton when I'm around Morgan," says Gov. Ronnie
Musgrove. "It's great that someone of his caliber wanted to come back home. It
demonstrates to the rest of the nation who we are in Mississippi."
But less than a month after the honor, Mississippi demonstrated something else
to the nation. A referendum to change the state flag, with its prominent
Confederate cross, failed by a crushing 2-to-1 ratio. Freeman, whose forebears
were brought to the Delta as slaves, had recorded a radio ad urging his fellow
Mississippians to look away from the past and approve a new banner. Coming so
soon after the resolution, the vote left him as emotionally whipsawed as any role
he has ever attempted on stage or in the movies.
"When I left Mississippi in the '50s, I thought this was the last place on earth I'd
want to come back to," Freeman said shortly before the referendum. "But I have.
This place has redeemed itself."
Now he wonders.
*****
He could live anywhere. As one of America's most respected actors --- a threetime Oscar nominee who earns millions from his craft --- Freeman would figure to
inhabit a seaside mansion in California or a penthouse overlooking Central Park.

Instead, he lives on a two-lane blacktop at the edge of the Delta, the great cottontufted plain that historian James Cobb called "the most Southern place on Earth."
Freeman returned for the most elemental of reasons. It's spelled out in wroughtiron letters over the entry gate to his property: SONEDNA.
"Those were my parents," he says. Mayme Edna and Grafton "Son" Curtis, his
mother and stepfather, were poor much of their lives, but they managed to buy
part of the land that makes up Freeman's 126-acre ranch.
It's Sunday afternoon, and the master of the estate is lounging beside the pool
in back of his Mediterranean-style home. He rises to greet his visitors, his lithe 6foot-2 frame unfolding as his freckled cheeks rise in an easy smile. The place is
humming with friends and family who've dropped in for the opening this evening
of his latest business venture, Ground Zero, a blues club in nearby Clarksdale.
When he isn't on a movie set or off sailing in the Caribbean, Freeman spends his
time here reading, pumping iron, surfing the Internet, answering mail, taking one
of his six horses out for long, vigorous trail rides.
"He'll disappear in the morning with some beef jerky, and I won't see him again
until dark," says Myrna Colley-Lee, his wife of 17 years.
Both of them are amused by his down-home celebrity. While people generally
respect their privacy, some rubberneckers stop out on the road to take pictures of
the ornate front gate. There are always rumors, many of them involving Clint
Eastwood, Freeman's friend and co-star in "Unforgiven."
"People seem to think that Clint visits me to ride horses, and as far as I know,
he's never been to Mississippi," Freeman says. "I see Clint and thank him for all
his visits, and he says, 'Oh, I've been back?' And I go, 'Yeah. This time you're
looking to buy some property.' "
It may not be Carmel, Calif., but there is a pastoral charm to this gently rolling
terrain, and Freeman feels a deep attachment to it. Generations of his family have
worked the fields of Tallahatchie County. His parents once lived in a glorified shack
where his 12,500-square-foot home stands.
Freeman had a complicated upbringing. He spent his early years with a
grandmother in Charleston, Miss., just down the road, but was shunted off to
Chicago after her death to be with his parents. He hated the cold and crowded
surroundings. After several more moves, he ended up in the Baptist Town section
of Greenwood, Miss., where his mother had remarried.
That's where he found his calling --- or rather it found him.
"There was this doll-like girl I was just crazy about," Freeman says, "To get her
attention, I pulled a chair out from under her. The teacher marched me down the
hall, and I figured I was going to the principal's office to get beaten half to death."
But instead of getting a whipping, he was taken to another teacher who needed
volunteers for a school play. Maybe that'd keep him out of trouble. Morgan
eventually starred in several productions and showed enough promise that a
prescient caption appeared under his senior yearbook picture: "The actor."
Restless to leave home, Freeman joined the Air Force after graduation, hoping to
become a fighter pilot like the ones he'd seen in the movies, sitting in the colored
balcony in Greenwood. That didn't work out, so he enrolled in acting classes after
his discharge.
There was nothing overnight about his success. Freeman supported himself with
odd jobs, once manning a carry-out food counter in New York's Penn Station, as he
worked his way up through theater and television. He began to receive critical
notice off-Broadway in the '70s, but much to his chagrin, most people knew him
only for his role as Easy Reader, a hip dude on the educational TV show "The
Electric Company." But that all changed in the '80s when he made the switch to
movies. He was pushing 53 when he scored his breakthrough, in 1989, with the
simultaneous hits "Glory" and "Driving Miss Daisy."
Freeman was seemingly born to play Hoke, the servile yet dignified chauffeur in
Alfred Uhry's story of changing times in Atlanta. When he first read the play, he
thought back to all the black men he'd watched in segregated Mississippi --- proud

men who knew when to strut and when to shuffle --- and he said to himself: I
know this character.
*****
Freeman started coming back to Mississippi regularly in the early '80s to visit his
aging parents. Not every member of his family looked forward to the trips.
"I was a city girl, and there was nothing to do down there," remembers the
youngest of his four children, Morgana, a Spelman College graduate who stayed in
Atlanta to run a beauty salon. "I was scared of the horses, and I did not like to see
my food get killed."
But another woman in Freeman's life liked the rural setting just fine. The actor
had separated from his first wife when he met Myrna Colley-Lee, a costume and
set designer, during a production in New York. An avid gardener, she loved the
hothouse climate of the Deep South. In 1984 they married outside his parents'
home. A few years later, they sold their condo on the Upper West Side of
Manhattan and started building their dream house in Mississippi.
It was a disaster; the architect and contractor took two years and still didn't
finish the job. "You could have built a 40-story building in New York faster than we
were building our house," Freeman says.
The Freemans heard about a lawyer in Clarksdale who specialized in construction
law. Bill Luckett took over the project and got it completed in November 1998. In
the process, he and his wife became close friends, the two couples --- one black,
one white --- socializing over dinner in Memphis or grooving away at juke joints in
the Delta. When Freeman heard that Luckett was thinking about opening an
upscale restaurant in Clarksdale, he asked to be involved, if only because he didn't
want to drive so far to get a decent meal. They're equal partners in that venture
as well as the blues club down the street.
Luckett may be an astute and energetic lawyer, but he likes to party like an Ole
Miss frat boy --- a trait that obviously appeals to Freeman. "Morgan is profoundly
intelligent and all the other things he seems on screen," Luckett says, "but he's
also a lot of fun. We love to raise hell together. We'll go down the highway at 3
o'clock in the morning with the radio blasting and both of us singing at the top of
our lungs."
There is another side to Freeman that seems different from the sage, worldweary characters he tends to play on the screen. He literally rides hard and wears
a leg brace from the time a horse landed on top of him. He courts danger when he
takes his 43-foot sailboat, the Afrodesia, out for solo voyages around the
Caribbean. And, of course, he drives like a moonshine runner, going so fast that
his wife wishes the state patrol would quit mollycoddling him and give him a ticket
--- "a big one."
"I like to live on the edge," Freeman admits. "When I sail, I don't wear a harness
or a life preserver. I'd rather drown than be eaten alive."
Then there's that other Morgan Freeman, the sober, thoughtful icon who wants
to give back to his community and has set up a private charity, the Rock River
Foundation, to dispense thousands of dollars to local libraries, schools and
colleges. He's going to spend his money somewhere, he says; he'd rather spend it
somewhere that needs it.
Both sides of Freeman's personality were on display earlier this year when he
and Luckett staged a gala opening for their restaurant, Madidi. Everyone pitched in
on the enterprise: Luckett rehabbed the former storefront, the spouses decorated
the space, and Freeman supplied the star power. He arrived in an Oscar-night
tuxedo and was promptly put to work posing with a chichi entree for a photo in
Bon Appetit.
"My single favorite thing is probably collard greens and corn bread," he said as
he waited for the setup. "Think they'd make me a plate of greens? My mouth is
watering just thinking about it."

The restaurant was crowded with well-wishers wanting to catch a glimpse of the
actor. A teenage girl presented him with a cake that had his image in icing,
thanking him for all he's done for the Coahoma County 4-H Club.
"The Coahoma 4-H is welcome," Freeman said, another camera flashing.
A doctor cornered him to say how much he loved "The Shawshank Redemption,"
and could they please get a picture together --- flash!
Freeman replied with characteristic humility. "Well, I didn't write it and I didn't
direct it. I was just one of the actors. But thank you."
Then the governor arrived with a warm embrace, and after a few more photos,
they repaired to a private dining room for a Continental feast that, alas, did not
include greens.
The evening didn't end until the wee hours at a juke joint on the outskirts of
Clarksdale, Freeman bumping and grinding with a long-neck beer in one hand and
a local newspaper columnist dangling from the other.
*****
Strange thing about that juke joint: There's a big Rebel flag hanging from the
rafters. Though he was having a fine time on the dance floor, Freeman later
acknowledged that he had noticed the banner with some dismay.
"That flag and the KKK go together like biscuits and molasses," he says. "When I
see it, it sends a chill through me. It's a sense memory, like the feeling you get
the first time you hit your thumb with a hammer. You never forget it."
When the flag referendum misfired, Freeman was in Montreal filming a Tom
Clancy thriller, "The Sum of All Fears." He was so distraught that he opened his
laptop and wrote a lengthy e-mail explaining his family history and his sense of
hurt. He intended to send it to the Jackson newspaper for publication; he sent it to
Luckett instead, moving the lawyer to tears.
"Morgan felt slapped in the face," Myrna Colley-Lee says.
Did the vote change the way he feels about his homeland?
"I keep asking myself that," Freeman begins, and then falls silent as he carefully
weighs the matter.
He is standing at the graves of his mother and stepfather, on a shady knoll near
his home. His mother died six months ago, and the soil is still disturbed on her
plot. A gentle breeze is blowing through the peach trees his stepfather used to
tend. All the reasons he lives in Mississippi are close at hand: the warmth, the
wide open spaces, the memory of loved ones.
"There are some stubborn people in this state," Freeman finally says, "but I
could never leave. My parents are here. Can't run away from it. All I can do is try
to change it."
His brown eyes flash with a hint of mischief. "I guess this is where I'll be buried,
too --- if they find my body."
THE MORGAN FREEMAN FILE
> Background: Born 1937 in Memphis. Grew up in Mississippi, with interludes in
Chicago and Nashville.
> Career: Started in theater as a dancer, went on to acclaimed lead roles in "The
Mighty Gents," "The Gospel at Colonus" and other dramas. On TV, performed in a
soap opera ("Another World"), docudramas ("The Atlanta Child Murders") and in
the educational show "The Electric Company" (1971-76). Has more than 30 film
credits since 1980, winning Academy Award nominations for "Street
Smart" (1987), "Driving Miss Daisy" (1989) and "The Shawshank
Redemption" (1994). Other movies include "Lean on Me" (1989), "Robin Hood:
Prince of Thieves" (1991), "Unforgiven" (1992), "Seven" (1995),
"Amistad" (1997), "Nurse Betty" (2000), "Along Came a Spider" (2001).
> Favorite role: The gravedigger soldier in "Glory" (1989), about a black Union
regiment in the Civil War.

> Family: Married 17 years to Myrna Colley-Lee, a costume and set designer. Has
two daughters from his first marriage and two sons from earlier relationships:
Alfonso, 41, an actor in Los Angeles; Vincent, 40, a pilot in Michigan; Deena, 38, a
hairdresser in San Diego; and Morgana, 29, who owns the Al2gether beauty salon
in Atlanta.
> Hobbies: Sailing, horseback riding, genealogy, reading history and adventure
novels.
> Businesses: Partner in two new enterprises in Clarksdale, Miss.: Ground Zero, a
blues club, and Madidi, a restaurant (the name comes from a national park in
Bolivia).
> Quote: "It galls me a little bit when I tell people from Boston and other places
that I'm from Mississippi, and they give me this strange look like 'Oh, you poor
thing.' "

