
Todd Snider: Aging Like Wine

by Dennis Cook

Without a howdy-do or the usual stage platitudes, Todd Snider rolls onto the San Francisco stage, long shirt untucked but his hair lookin' clean, and launches into song. Like water from the rocks in the dessert, music pours from him, leaving us quenched, refreshed, and ready to get lost in space as we race that old moon once again. 
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I have never once tried to figure out what people wanted to hear so that I could make music like that, and then make a fortune in show business. That's not why I work on these songs. Songwriting helps me through my life, shows me how to feel things closer, know people better, heal faster, improve myself, notice more and laugh harder. So I do it. That's why. 

This passage comes from the liner notes to Snider's last studio album, the tremendous and insightfully funny East Nashville Skyline. In a few words it describes the man to a tee. 

"I remember the girl that was doing the artwork for the record asked me to do some liner notes. To be honest, I was on some pretty hard drugs and they gave me some pretty hard drugs to get off of them," states the ever-direct Snider. "There was a good month there where I spent thinking that I was thinking clearly but then realized that I need to get off these (drugs), too. I think it was in that period when I wrote the liner notes. I sat down to reprint the lyrics and just didn't." 

His unsparing eye makes his work penetrate our lives with unfailing intensity. What separates Snider from the pack of similarly truth-minded singer-songwriters is how he delivers his truths with disarming wit. If he'd been born a Jew instead of a Gentile he'd be named Isaac, which means laughter in Hebrew. In fact, I'm going to start calling him Isaac the next time I see him. Everyone deserves nicknames that really fit them. 

"The voices that are in your ear, it's unbelievable if you actually listen to them. If you turn that station on it's literally telling you to wear a blue shirt AND to not wear a blue shirt," Snider offers. "There's just too many opinions out there and not just with music but with the whole world. If you tune into that other voice, there's too many of them and they contradict each other. In the end I think they just want to go out and get drunk." 

Getting loaded is a reoccurring theme in his tunes. And while the man understands better than most the downside of too much good times, he also gets that most of us will always want a glass of red and an aromatic sack of green to help us through the working week. Even his pets understand that. 
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"I got a full-blown drunk for a dog. I never tried to teach her to like wine or beer but she liked it. I think she might be a little bit of a pothead, too. I'm certain my cat is. When that smell comes into the house my cat comes running and sits as close to it as she can." 

Being a pothead is something he's refreshingly unrepentant about. It gives us fellow hopheads hope that the tide in America isn't going completely to the insular, judgment rich Right. 

"Even my doctor tells me it's alright," states Snider. "I've never really smoked a joint and said something stupid that got me thrown out of a bar. Maybe I didn't talk as much as I should have but I didn't call a bartender a fuck-head. I would never do that, though! Liquor makes you do things but pot doesn't turn people into braggarts and loudmouths." 

Alone on stage, armed with a weather-beaten acoustic guitar and a voice like a beautifully broken bottle of Lone Star beer, Snider has more than a touch of the prophet to him. He pierces the rising blackness of the early 21st Century with truth and humor, disarming abusers of power by showing how small their ideas and intentions really are. He believes the United States still has the potential to be the country it says it is but knows it will take the convictions of people to act in a compassionate, conscious way that stops worrying about how big our cars are, how much money is in our bank account or how much of the world we control. 

"I'm afraid the people we went to school with are trapped in that stuff. God, the '80s were such a fuckin' scab on the elbow of humanity," sighs Snider. "I didn't like '80s when they happened and I ain't gonna like 'em when they happen again. Maybe 10 years from now this country will be back on its feet. There are people who'd say it's back on its feet now but I wouldn't be one of them." 

"When I see young people (at music festivals) I'm reminded to not give up yet. I'll just wait these guys out. Those are the smartest kids. I'm 38 and I see that little nation of people building and I think, 'Fucking go!" When I go to High Sierra or wherever and I see this I'm more hopeful than I watching television, that's for sure!" 

This talk of young folks, especially the ones in the burgeoning jam music scene, sparks a discussion of Snider's own roots and tastes in music. 

"When I went to high school everyone I listened to, like Hendrix, was dead. I wasn't having the new shit," Snider comments. "Yonder Mountain and Widespread, that's my day out in the park. In the mornings I like to listen to No Depression singers. It seems like both of those worlds I don't know if I'd know about them if not for the press. You don't hear about them on TV but it gets around." 

"Being from Portland, I don't remember not knowing who the Grateful Dead were, and that they were cool. A lot of the bands from my generation, they'd all count it off and they'd all dive in together and it'd be two guys with electric guitars and they'd strum the same chords at the same time and sing their song, sort of the Hootie & The Blowfish theory. That was the '90s." 

He continues, "Punk rock missed me. I'm pretty unaware of most new rock. I get the No Depression stuff but lately I've been listening to the Strokes and the Kings of Leon. I saw the (Kings) at the Exit Inn and I thought well fuckin'-a here's a new fuckin' band I can follow. There ain't a fuckin' show off in the band and they just rocked balls." 

"I have songs on that first record that I still like and still play but I wrote them in my twenties and I listen to them and think the first time you hear them is going to be the best time. As I get older I hope to get conscious working on songs so it might be something that might reveal itself a little more on repeated listens. Robert Hunter is one of those guys and Dylan, of course, and I aspire to be one of those guys." 

And "those guys" are taking notice of him. His fans include salt-of-the-earth classics like Billy Joe Shaver, John Prine and especially Kris Kristofferson, who Todd once had a magical encounter with. 

"I was staying at this nice resort place in Reno, Nevada that I got to stay on the grounds of the place I was playing. I was out on my balcony and I looked across at another balcony and I told my brother, who was on the road with me that weekend, 'I think that's fuckin' Kris Kristofferson on that balcony over there!' My brother said he didn't know if it was but two hours go by and there's a knock on my door and it's fucking Kris Kristofferson! He said he'd come to town to see me play. I said, 'You're fucking kidding me!' Literally, the show was in four hours and we ordered wine and he had a bunch of weed. That was one of my favorite days ever in my life. We sat in that room and traded songs. He played me new songs he was working on. I'll never forget it. He walked with me to the stage four hours later. You could just feel the reaction of the entire audience. It was like being with the President. He got up and he did one of my songs during the show. He's the baddest of the badasses." 

"I just love his words. I think he's one of the best that's ever been," Snider states. "As a fan, I wish that every time somebody moved to Nashville to become a songwriter they'd be issued those first two (Kristofferson) albums. Please just listen to those. It'd make Todd Snider happy at least. He's had a hard life, so could you just do him this favor at least? Just let these two records influence the shit you write over the next 10 years a little bit." 

Snider had another encounter in his early days with Kevn Kinney, a rock and roll survivor cut from the same cloth as Snider himself. 

"I met him when they were recording Fly Me Courageous. It was the first time I was in a recording studio in my whole life and I loved Drivin' N' Cryin' and I left the part of the studio where I was making my tape and went into the kitchen and there they were. And I went 'holy shit'. I was like 24. And Kevn was like, 'Do you like our band? Would you like to watch us record? Here, smoke this.' You're kidding me!" 

Another artist that flips Snider's decidedly shaggy blond wig is legendary guitarist Steve Cropper, a member of '60s titans Booker T. and the MG's as well as being one of the architects of the Stax-Volt soul sound. 

"He's my favorite, man! He can do more with two notes than most people alive," enthuses Snider. "For 10 years that's who we'd listen to before we'd go play. If you see like a really pretty girl and she's walking across the fuckin' field you almost hear the (scats a grumbling Booker T. riff). When we were young, before we were married, in our band, that was one of our jokes - Check her out! You can almost hear Green Onions!" 

Snider has a lot of analogies for the creative process including surfing, something he'd love to be able to do but hasn't ever mastered. 

"I tried it and almost got myself killed," states Snider. "My favorite place is Santa Cruz (in Northern California) and I have this particular hotel I live in there. I go to the same beach every day and there's these people who surf there everyday and over the years I've gotten to know them. There was a girl and her husband at a show that put it to me in way that's been really helpful as I tour. The fun of performing and the fun of writing songs is when you absolutely let go of control of it. That's certainly what you're going to have to do if you're going to surf on that board." 

He's fallen off that board more than a few times. It's inspiring to watch him dust off the sand, salt and blood and get back up for another run. He remarked at the SF performance, "It's taken a lot of discipline to keep my life as fucked up as it is! I fuckin' love this shit. I don't care how far I have to drive, how many people come, how much they pay me. I don't give a shit." 
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He possesses an unblinking forthrightness about all matters, most of all himself. This extends to those he admires. One of the most ear-catching ditties on East Nashville Skyline is "Iron Mike's Main Man's Last Request" which details an imagined encounter with boxer Mike Tyson, a problematic figure at the best of times. 

"I would love to play it for him. I really am a fan and I feel sorry for him," Snider offers. "I think I'm in denial about the rape thing. One of the Kennedy kids got accused of the same thing that summer and didn't go to jail. If (Tyson) did that he's one of the biggest tools. You kill somebody or rape somebody you're a full-blown dickhead, period. It doesn't matter what else you did. You're a dickhead. If he did do it he's a tool. If he didn't he's my favorite fighter." 

It's been over a year since East Nashville Skyline came out. What's the word on the next slab o' tunes? 

"I'm on pace to do another one. I'm starting to feel pregnant again. I just sit down and wait for it. The last record I made, I was on a walk and I went into my friend Eric's studio and started recording 'Play A Train Song' with him, and it was really spontaneous. That afternoon we were just looking for something to do. We literally smoked a joint and I had this train song. I'd gone to Memphis and tried to get this bass player & drummer to do something and I couldn't explain it. I told Eric and he did it in like an hour. The next thing I know we were doing another one and another one! Next thing I knew I was telling the label I made an album last week!" 

In the end, like all the best stuff in this life, Snider's music is about the hope for love, peace and a connection with someone that informs our lives in joyous, unexpected ways. 

"I met a girl in a drug rehab 8 years ago and we've hit it off like crazy. And we're alive! I think it's held us together really," states Snider. "A lot of it was the first things we knew about each other was the worst shit. I just fell madly in love. I knew it before I left there, where I thought, 'I'm going to marry her.' I haven't changed my opinion one little bit." 

I'll give the final word to Snider himself, again borrowed from his wonderful liner notes. Like the man, they give me hope for humanity. There really are a few good ones out there fighting the truly good fight. Thank the Lord above for them. Thank Him every fucking day. 

I live in East Nashville. East Nashville is the part of town people leave so their kids won't have to go to shitty schools. It's where some parents smoke joints in front of kids. We're not proud of it. We just do it. Where all the musicians make our living on the circuit live. The part of town where we like and support queers. We like everybody. We fist fight a little but that ain't about disliking each other. We've kinda given up on the vice-president position over at work. We just pray for work. We love each other and look after each other. East Nashville is the little chunk of the world I live in, probably a little like your chunk.  

