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Q & A with Brook Ashley,

editor of Ocracoke in the Fifties


1) You’ve said you were “the closest Dare had to a daughter.”  How did she influence you?

Dare was a Renaissance woman, so she inspired me in many ways. While Dare earned her fame as a model, children’s author, and photographer, she could have succeeded just as well as a professional painter or clothes designer. She brought Native American turquoise jewelry back from Santa Fe when most American women were sporting June Cleaver pearls, and paired striped French T-shirts with white Capri pants and espadrilles before Brigitte Bardot ever hit San Tropez. Quite amazingly, she made most of her own clothes on a hand-turned toy sewing machine. Dare effortlessly produced watercolors of Ocracoke beaches, charcoal sketches of Parisian rooftops, and pen-and-ink portraits of her friends. She built floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, turned luggage racks into dining stools, and served oeufs en gelée to me as an unappreciative eight-year-old. 

Dare encouraged me to write my own children’s stories using Edith and the Bears, and we created three books together. After I had arranged the characters to my satisfaction, Dare would photograph the scenes and bind the finished books as gifts to me. Her kindness and patience were astounding. She never gave any artistic criticism or tried to move the doll and bears into more photogenic poses, but simply let me find my own way into her world.

2) As a young actress, were there roles that you particularly enjoyed?

My favorite role was starring on Broadway in Horton Foote’s production of The Traveling Lady at the age of seven. I had been spending the summer with my grandmother and cousins on the North Carolina shore and had developed a good, strong North Carolina accent to protect myself from the dreaded accusation, “You’re a Yankeeeeee!” My mother, the actress Eugenia Rawls, had remained in New York for the summer and was asked by a casting agent if she had a small, fair-haired child who might be suitable for a Southern part. Someone pulled me out from under Grandmother’s beach cottage where my cousins and I were staying cool, brushed the sand off my legs, and delivered me to New York. I remember very clearly walking into the audition. I’d just gotten off the train from Raleigh and was still wearing my faded cotton dress and a pair of Keds. A phalanx of pale, professional New York moppets dressed in party clothes and Mary Janes glared at me. The director walked out and asked my name. When he heard me answer in a Southern accent, he scooped me into his arms and declared that I had the part. I believe I only imagined the ensuing sound of ten little girls popping their bubblegum.

My worst role was as the child murderess Rhoda Penmark in The Bad Seed. No sensitive eight-year-old should have to kill three people on stage for eight performances a week. 

3) When did you first visit Ocracoke?

My parents brought me to Ocracoke when I was about six. My grandmother, who was from Chapel Hill, rented a cottage, and the wild ponies came right up onto her porch. I could walk down to the dock and catch some little fish (were they called spots?) as soon as my line hit the water. In the evenings, we gathered to slap mosquitoes and watch John Wayne in Wake of the Red Witch on an outdoor screen. I think I saw it ten times.

4) What were your favorite activities as a child?

Rescuing animals and saving my allowance and theatrical earnings to send to my two favorite charities. The first was “Lady Brooke’s Home in Cairo for Battered Donkeys.” I don’t know how I found out about it when I was around nine, but the plight of the poor Egyptian donkeys broke my heart. Decades later, when I became involved in the animal welfare movement as an adult, I was delighted to find out that the home really had existed and that all my money orders had gone to a legitimate cause. I also supported the state of Israel and sent money for what I imagine went toward arms, but perhaps it was just for trees. As you might have gathered, I was a serious child with a fairly heavy sense of responsibility. My godmother was Tallulah Bankhead, and she was a fierce and outspoken champion of social justice. She was caring for me one afternoon when I was about four and decided to instruct me on the evils of McCarthyism. Senator McCarthy happened to be featured on the cover of Time magazine, and Tallulah reached into a box of straight pins and stuck one into his photo. We took turns impaling him until I got bored and asked her to read me Ambrose Kangaroo. When the senator died, I felt a twinge of accountability.

5) You grew up in New York, lived for years in Washington, D.C., and now live in Santa Barbara.  What brought you to California?

A desire to reinvent myself, plus the promise of never enduring another East Coast winter. I’ve always considered myself a Tahitian trapped in a Celtic body and needed to be closer to the sun. My red-haired genes won’t allow me actually to go out in it, but it’s lovely to know it’s there. 

Santa Barbara is a marvelous town—a bit of Brigadoon and Shangri-la. You have this little sliver of land between the ocean and mountains where you can hike the foothills in the morning and swim with the dolphins in the afternoon. It’s no surprise that the town has seduced Spanish explorers, university students, and immigrant gardeners alike. There’s a nurturing writing community that congregates at the yearly Santa Barbara Writers Conference. Winning the conference’s nonfiction contest gave me the confidence to continue my writing career. Edith and the Bears seem happy to have made the move as well. Although they spend most of their time in a bank vault, they have emerged long enough to star in a new book.  My daughter, my husband, and I have written and photographed a children’s story in the tradition of Dare Wright called The Lonely Doll Makes New Friends. The first Lonely Doll book produced in color, it was shot on location in Santa Barbara. I think Dare would be pleased.
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