


he night before he played to his largest crowd, to

twenty thousand people on the grass a hundred and

fifty miles oul of Houston, to college kids with chick-

ens on their heads dancing a haphazard reel and
grandparents in matching T-shirts leaning hard against the
yellow barricades beneath the stage—on the night before
this, Fobert Earl Keen, forty-one years and seventy-five
inches of Texas, played to what might be called more of a
Bohant Banh e Wind: of wiuwd, They were six, maybe eight
hundred. They stood mostly on the dirt of the South Texas
Stale Fairgrounds Coliseum, in Beaumont, where some-
thing called a coliseum might have dirt floors and open
sides. In metal bleachers were lodged a few of the older fans,
wary enough of the youngsters in the arena to pul up with
the bleachers’ acoustics: strip-metal floors and benches
under a corrugated-metal roof that made the screeches of
horses in the coliseum’s corral sound like freight trains
grinding to a halt.

Most of the people on the dirt were members of what
Robert and his band call the rowdy crowd. The reason they
are called the rowdy crowd becomes clear to anyone stand-
ing among them when Robert plays, say, “The Road Goes on
Forever,” whose subtitle is “and the party never ends.” The
rowdy crowd is tan. It is trim and overridingly blond. The
men, grown-up boys, really, wear white baseball caps and
identical shirts that read pIkE and DEKE and are tucked tidily
into relaxed-fit Levi’s jeans. The women, no older than the
men, wear oxford shirts knotted above their navels and un-
buttoned over white T-shirts that are streiched like cello-
phane across their breasts. What is said among the rowdy
crowd is said loud, with a lot of razzing and tugging and oh-
my-gawd gesticulation and tightfisted handshakes. To every
second hand a plastic cup of Shiner Bock beer has attached
itself symbiotically.

Surrounding this core are the outliers. That night there
were the teenage boys from a town over the Louisiana bor-
der whose hair had fallen to an electric razor and who stared
at the ground and wondered—“Do you know Mr. Keen?” and,
more to the point, “Is he nice?”—aboul getting an autograph.
There were the two guys with Stetsons and vacuum-fitted
Wrangler’s who had lost their way to a Garth Brooks concert.
There was the chemist from near Boulder who had driven
down because Robert had two shows not three hundred
miles apart this weekend and because Stevie Ray and Jerry
were dead and now there was this rumor that Robert had
cancer. The next night, in Shiner, there would be the fellow
from New South Wales who didn’t win the free trip to see
Robert but who came anyway.

Lee Winwright, an angled, ponytailed young man who had
sold jewelry and washed dishes before he answered an ad
reading, “Roadie/road manager for Robert Earl Keen,” said
this of his first concert with the band: “It was at Luckenbach.
You know Luckenbach? Tiny, out of the way. T didn’t know
whal to expect. I'd never been to one of his shows, didn’t
know anyone who had. It blew my mind. First they sold out
the dance hall—must have been two hundred, three hundred
people. Then they sold tickets for oulside. People were lining

up just to hear the music through the walls. They were basi-
cally selling tickets to get into town. I walk up and the man-
ager of the whole town says, ‘Well, you sold us out again.” It
was totally insane. People were jumping up and down inside,
hanging onto the rafters, and I really mean hanging onto the
rafters. It blew my mind.”

You could see how. Many minutes before nine, the rowdy
crowd had already worked itself into a howling, hollering

mess and was lurching through the first of several rounds of
“Roberl-Earl-Keen, Robert-Earl-Keen” By the time, many
minutes after nine, that Roberl and his band took the stage
and the crowd released the obligatory ejaculation of ap-
proval, any of them could have gone home content with a
night’s entertainment. Robert stooped into the microphone.
His height and his kid-in-a-sandbox smile notwithstanding,
the stoop called to mind a witness under cross-examination,
like someone too small taking on something too big. He said
a few inauspicious words, leaned out to a roar, and, after
more forgettable syllables and roaring, opened with “The
Front Porch Song.” “The Front Porch Song” is a favorite of the
rowdy crowd. They sang, but their recitation could not prop-
erly be called singing along. More like singing over. Over,
that is, the vocals, the two guitars, the fiddle, the bass, the
drums, and the twin ziggurats of speakers and amplifiers
that could and did vibrate the dirt floor of an open-air coli-
seum. As the crowd’s singing rose, the ancillary noise—the
gossiping, the small-time feuding, the joshing—did not di-
minish. Possibly it grew. An initiate could have been forgiven
thinking she had walked in on a sing-along with the state of
Texas. The following night, the crowd swollen thirtyfold, she
would have been at a sing-along with the state of Texas.

Robert is a storyteller, and halfway through “The Front
Porch Song,” he told one. “I wrote this song with my friend
Lyle Lovetl. He and I and my friend Duckworth, who’s play-
ing the fiddle, would sit out on the porch and play bluegrass
music and country music and folk music and wave at the
people as they walked by, hoping they’d wave bhack, or say
howdy, or come up and listen to the music. Mostly people
just gave us sideways glances and walked a little faster.

“Our picking and grinning was only interrupted by my
landlord, Mr. Jack Voyett, who lived in Millican, Texas, south
of College Station. He’d drive up in the middle of the day in
his pickup with the air conditioning on and his window
cracked and just a little bit of that air conditioning streaming
out, and say, ‘Robert Keen, do you have a minute? And 1'd
jump in his truck and go out to this ranch of his that was
overrun with those big old thorn rosebushes and fix his
fences and dig his ditches. He didn’t have hardly any grass,
and his cows were so skinny they looked like those calendars
that Ace Reed used to draw thal you’d see on the wall of a
feed store somewhere. I pulled one of those skinny cows oul
of the mud one time. It got sunk down in the mud on the tank
there, and old Mr. Voyett said, ‘Oh, thal cow’s gonna die,” and
I said, ‘Mr. Voyett, I think T can getit oul” I went and got some
cardboard and some old pieces of carpet and wrapped it
around thatl cow, tied il to the back end of my truck, let off on
the brake and stomped on the gas pedal, just aboul jerked
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the horns off of that cow. But she made it. After that, Mr.
Voyett looked up at me and he said, ‘You know, Robert Keen,
I'wouldn’t a-given you a nickel for that cow ten minutes ago.
[ said, ‘’ll buy thal for a nickel, Mr. Voyetl.” He said, ‘Oh, no,
now she’s worth about two hundred dollars.” ”

Another night Robert would tell it this way: “At the end of a
day of work we would go up to Mr. Voyett’s house and his
wife would [ix a pimento-cheese sandwich. Mr. Voyett would
split that pimento-cheese sandwich three ways and after din-
ner we'd go oulside and watch the sun go down and lean up
against his truck a little bit and after a while he’d look right at
me and he’d say, ‘Robert Keen, [ got something for you. He’d
pull out two dollars and hand it to me and say, ‘Is that
enough, Robert Keen?” Well, what could I do? I was an Aggie.
I'looked him in the eye and | said, “That’s plenty for me, Mr.
Voyetl. I ain’t got no change, you know’

“Mr. Voyett passed away a few years ago. They tore the
house down that we lived in on Church Street. Every time [
go back to College Station I always go by there. I know right
where it is, because we were right across from the Presbyter-
ian church, where the Presbyterians gave us the most crucial
sideways glances of anybody in the town of College Station.
On Sunday mornings we used to go out there in our under-
wear and kick beer cans oul in the front yard to show them
what real sinning was like—give them something to talk
about on their way home or to Luby’s. Now when T go by
there there’s nothing but an empty parking lot full of weeds
and grass. Except for there is this beautiful crepe myrtle tree
there that we used to pee on when we drank too much beer.
And I will say, it is the greenesl, most beautiful crepe myrtle
tree in the county.”

And the rowdy crowd whoops and careens, especially the
Aggies from College Station, and Robert returns to singing
about the porch and Mr. Voyetl, a tightly constructed
metaphor of bygone Texas thal critics from places like West
Forty-third Street and North Michigan Avenue and Times
Mirror Square have called “honest,” “textured,” “finely ob-
served,” “authentic,” “instantly likable,” “an undiscovered
gem.” But to the rowdy crowd, whom the same critics have
called “beer-swilling viruses,” and who have, in fact, broken
records for sales of beer where Robert bas played—to them,
in Beaumont, on Friday night, the song was just good.

Robert followed “The Front Porch Song” with “Corpus
Christi Bay,” a feral ride through the oil and beer fields of his
college summers. Men lifted women onto shoulders, and the
women moved like the bullriders who had worked the coli-
seum hours earlier. The crowd was shouting the lyrics
louder now, and the band—Bryan Duckworth on fiddle, Bill
Whitbeck on bass, Rich Broltherton on guitar, and Tom Van
Schaik on drums—having seen this a hundred or five hun-
dred or a thousand times before, drew it all in and tossed it
back. They played a series of favorites: “Gringo Honey-
moon,” a country song with a precise, contented moment in
the Coahuila desert which Robert wanted, impossibly, to
freeze; “Shades of Gray,” an unbound rock song about some
sorry kids who stole a cow but, in a felicitous juxtaposition,
were saved from greater disaster by the Oklahoma City

bombing; “The Five Pound Bass,” a bluegrass-tinged num-
ber about, well, a {ive-pound bass. Duckworth, whose fiddle
runs with “The Five Pound Bass” like a reel letting oul line,
reached the peak of his solo as a gust of wind swepl either
dust or smoke—the latter was credible—from his bow.

In the audience, a fellow who mighl have belonged to the
rowdy crowd had it existed three decades ago and who back-
slapped his neighbors at each quickening of Duckworth’s
bow spotted a male reporter with an earring and collar-
length hair standing nearby. He staggered over and asked, in
reference to a local female journalist, “Are you Sherry Pine?”

“No,” the reporter said.

“Well,” the man replied, leaning steeply into the reporter’s
ear, “you sure do look like her!,” then broke out in a geyser of
a laugh and staggered back to his friend. The friend ap-
proached, put his arm around the reporter’s shoulder, and
said in a grandfatherly tone, “My {riend, I think you just got
roasted. Where you from?”

When told the New England city, he replied, “You’re shit-
tin’ me. Just to write about Robert Earl?”

“Yup.”

“Well”—his face lit up—“send him round!” And he re-
ported to the first fellow, who returned to the journalist, his
grin larger but his words solemn as a bank draft. “You give
him a good write-up,” he said, working to focus his gaze.
“They have to know.”

obert Earl Keen is a problem. More to the point, he is
several problems, the sum of which is that people—
journalists, music people, ordinary people—do nol
know where to putl him.

“Imagine Johnny Cash meets Bruce Springsteen meets
John Cougar Mellencamp meets Marty Robbins and you’d
still have it wrong.”

“All you need for inspiration in country music is an old
dog, a case of beer, and love unrequited. Keen takes these
basic elements and mixes them with rock and folk for a
cross-section of real life.”

“Instead of trying to be clever and placing a redneck twist
on a cliché or phrase—like having a ‘thinking problem’—he
makes the rednecks his characters and puts them in desper-
ate situations. The resulting appeal runs deeper than a
catchy Nashville melody or a sappy Nashville lyric. The
songs are partially about the real romanticism of living fasl
and hard and partially about the fear of having to endure the
consequences of having lived that life.”

“They’re story-songs, stuck waist-deep in reality, driven by
characters.”

“They’re spaghetti Westerns that have been condensed to
three minutes and forty-six seconds and thrive on concrete
detail.”

“He’s writing some of the best lyrics in counlry music
today. Keen doesn’t merely say he crossed the Rio Grande; he
describes the two dollars in the weathered hands of the fer-
ryman. He doesn’t just confess he’s lonely; he describes the
faint lights in the car radio when he’s driving alone across
New Mexico all night.”

62 DOUBLETAKE WINTER 2000




