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An Alright Guy : Todd Snider’s sardonic humor inflects That Was Me 

By Jeff Niesel 
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WHEN SINGER-SONGWRITER TODD SNIDER actually sat down to write the liner notes to That Was Me: 1994-1998, the new compilation of songs from his first three albums, he set himself up for what proved to be a painstaking task. 

“I said I’d do it. Then, I sat down and went, ‘Oh *****, why did I say I’d do that?’” he recalls in a recent phone interview from his Nashville home. “It took a few days of sitting down and going, ‘What the *****.’” 

But in typical fashion, the often-sardonic Snider took to things with a sense of humor. He describes “Late Last Night” as a “protest song to the protesters” that was written on the morning of a particularly bad hangover, and writes that “Horseshoe Lake” was penned “on a hotel patio.” And then at the end of it all, he jokes “By the way, none of this is true. Come on out to the show sometime and I’ll tell you the real story.” Was Snider really pulling our collective legs the whole time?

“I was just trying to be funny,” he admits. “I was trying to get people to come out to the shows, I guess.”

For the itinerant Snider, who was born in Portland, Oregon and lived in California and Texas before settling in Nashville, writing songs has been a part of his life since he was a teenager. He was discovered by Jimmy Buffett bandmate Keith Sykes, who passed his demos on to Buffett, who in turn signed him to his Margaritaville Records, which issued his debut, Songs from the Daily Planet, in 1994. That album, along with 1996’s Step Right Up and 1998’s Via Satellite, is the source for That Was Me. The compilation opens with “Alright Guy,” one of Snider’s cleverest songs, which finds him responding to an ex who calls him a scumbag, even though, as he admits, “Maybe I’m dirty and maybe I smoke a little dope.” The disc also includes one unreleased tune, a cover of Buffett’s “Margaritaville,” that wasn’t originally intended for release, and includes everything from redneck rockers like “Easy Money” to introspective ballads such as “You Think You Know Somebody,” all of which blur the lines between country, folk and rock. The Buffett cover, for example, is far rowdier than the original. 

“We were making our third album and we had a studio where we could do covers and ***** around and get drunk,” Snider explains. “One day we did it with the idea that we would do it on his answering machine. That was all we were going to do. Buffett loved it. He’s glad it’s out now too. He’s a good guy. He was really good to us in those days. We got to make a bunch of records without having to aim, which is what you want.”

Even though he’s touring behind a “best of,” Snider isn’t necessarily going to play old tunes at the Beachland. 

“I usually mix it up,” he says. “It changes from night to night. I get there a few hours early and have a few glasses of wine and make up the set list. The songs on this disc are the ones I still do. They’re my favorites.”

Given the title is That Was Me, it’s natural to wonder how Snider, who has a new disc in the can due out next spring, has evolved over the years? 

“Oh God, poorly,” he laughs. “I’m just as shitty now as I was then. I just get away with it now. It’s hard to assess stuff like that. I just do it and see how it goes. I try to look at it and see if I’ve grown. And then I say, ‘What’s on TV?’ The older I get, the more I get aware of how little I understand what I do. All you do is open your heart and show people what’s in there and try not be afraid of them laughing if they think it’s funny or not cool. If someone comes up and says your record sucks, I just say, ‘You think I control that? We did that together.’” 

So does Snider think he’ll ever be known as a country artist as opposed to alt-country?

“I doubt it,” he says. “The world would have to realign itself, and I don’t know if I’d really even like to see that. I like the little basement party we’re having.”
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Todd Snider, today.
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