Charles Hadley, master of Southern dialects, coach to film stars

By Kane Hollingsworth

How could Vivien Leigh, British actress, master her charming Southern accent in her role as Blanche in “A Streetcar Named Desire?”

Dr. Charles Hadley.  That’s how. 


Hadley, who grew up in Statesville, was a beloved English professor at Queens University in Charlotte for more than 50 years.  When he retired, the school dedicated a reading room in his name, not just for his commitment to education but also for his dedication to a fascinating segment of Hollywood society.

“The last thing in the world my parents would have wanted was for me to be in any way connected to Hollywood,” Hadley said. “It was thought to be sinful, and wicked and bad,” Hadley said. “But I hate fake accents. I hate fake Southern.”


For this reason, Hadley has spent much of his 85 years studying linguistics, accents and inflections in order to cultivate a teaching style for celebrities who need to adopt a Southern accent.


Hadley got his start as a dialect coach in 1949 when he won a Fulbright Scholarship.  He was visiting the Royal Academy for Dramatic Arts in London when he received the call that jumpstarted his career as a dialect coach.

The call came from Sir Laurence Olivier, and he was seeking a “genuine” American from the South, cultured, to coach his wife, Vivien Leigh.

“I fell madly in love with her,” Hadley said, describing his first encounter with Leigh as traumatic. “I was almost ill I was so stressed, but she was so kind to me.”


Leigh, who had not practiced a Southern accent since her role as Scarlet in “Gone with the Wind,” was nervous about delivering a genuine one in “A Streetcar Named Desire.”  She asked Hadley if he would help her.


“Is the pope Catholic?” 


And so began an extraordinary career, voice coach to the stars.


“It’s been crazy, and long and insane,” said Hadley, who has worked with a whole list of famous actors, including Andy Griffith, Scarlett Johansson, Mary-Louise Parker, Nick Nolte, Neil Patrick Harris and John Travolta.

“It sounds so name drop-y,” Hadley said. “But these are my clients. These people were all my students.”

Hadley, who got a master’s in theater at UNC-CH and a doctorate in theater at the University of Georgia, has been responsible for hundreds of carefully crafted accents, each particular to its region in the South.


Early in his career, Hadley was asked to deliver the Southern accent by a particularly tough director.

“I said wait a minute. Which one do you want?” 


By that point, Hadley had studied linguistics. He knew the differences and nuances among the accents of the South Carolina coastal Gullahs, the residents of Charleston, the Piedmont people and the mountain folk.  


Hadley said his vast knowledge of accents both angered and surprised the director, who, along with others, had no idea how complex accents can be.

Since then, Hadley has travelled the South, listening to the locals and making recordings of their accents for the purpose of relaying them to actors and helping them create genuine accents for their roles.

“My principle is less is better than more, so I would rather just suggest the accent,” Hadley said. “I’m not sure there’s any training for being a dialect coach. You kind of have to learn it on the job.”


The walls of the Charles O. Hadley Reading Room in Queens’ Everett Library prove that Hadley has learned this job and mastered it well.  Every inch of the room is covered with “Thanks, Doc” and “Best Wishes” from his celebrity students, many of whom Hadley still keeps in touch with and follows their careers.


“I watched Neil Patrick Harris’ musical, ‘Company,’ last night,” Hadley said.  “And Mary-Louise Parker is like a daughter to me. I love her so much.”

Considering Hadley’s innate ability to engage people in conversation, it’s no wonder his clients have returned to him, both for his talent and his support.

“I think part of my success, a lot of it maybe, is that I’m easy to get along with,” Hadley said.  “I don’t take it that seriously. Sometimes they hate me for it, but I often say, ‘This is only a movie.’”

And it is just a movie in the end, but through the process, Hadley is there by the camera for all the gross mispronunciations, the character slips and all the crazy that can come with working in the film business.
“Actors, as a lot, are fascinating people. They’re very complex people. They’re all crazy, but they’re interesting crazy. They’re interesting souls.”

As he recounts the ups and downs of his career, it is hard not to be in awe of this man, a man who drifts through accents as easy as if he’s simply breathing in and out.  To hear him talk about language—its beauty, its quirks, its intrigue—is to listen to James Taylor sing about Carolina on his mind. It’s hearing Coach Roy Williams talk basketball. It’s passion, passion filled with knowledge for a subject and commitment to a career.
And what a career it has been, indeed.

Hadley is an old soul with a young mind. He is a vestige of Southern culture and has dedicated his life to his great loves of education and language.  He strives to prove to the rest of the world that there are Southerners who do have “a lick of sense,” and he aims to preserve and honor what is left of the pure Southern accents.  
“It has been nice to represent the South as people who are decent,” Hadley said.  

When the traces of the original Southern accents have slipped away, the world will have Hadley to thank for commemorating them through his acting students.
“I don’t know what it is that I’ve done that is particularly unusual,” Hadley said.  “But it has been the most extraordinary career.”
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