
The devils you know

Snider, Kimbrough bring their acts to town before releasing new albums.
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Some artists climb out of rehab and onto a bandwagon, as if recovery wasn’t complete without a  PR campaign.

Not Todd Snider. Laconic and lyrical, the singer-songwriter acclaimed as tops in his generation by no less than John Prine, Kris Kristofferson and Jerry Jeff Walker maintains some wayward ways, despite having kicked a booze-and-Oxycontin addiction in 2004.

“I’m a creature of habit,” he said in a phone call from the front porch of his east Nashville home. 
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“Every day I get up and work on some poems, then maybe smoke some pot, then go walk around for a while. When I get back I start to grill out or something, maybe have a few drinks, go into town and look for Mr. Bojangles.”

Nine times out of 10 his ramblings don’t pay off, but he still feels it crucial to observe.

“I feel like I work on songs every day, but then about six times a year, those things will collide into something I tell my wife I want to take outside and play.”

There’s another test for all those songs and would-be songs of Snider:

“I’m not thinking, ‘This will be on the radio.’ What I’m usually thinking is, ‘Can I do this in front of Will Kimbrough and not feel stupid?,’” he said, laughing.

Big brother Will
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Although his loose, unpredictable onstage behavior and wonderfully weird songwriting style drew near-instant acclaim, the Portland, Ore.-born Snider looks up to his “big brother” Kimbrough, the Mobile native famed throughout the South-east as leader of the ‘80s-’90s rock band Will and the Bush-men, and the later Bis-Quits and Daddy groups.

They first teamed when Snider got big-label backing and went on tour with a full band. Kimbrough scorched lead guitar and sang harmony as a member of Snider’s Nervous Wrecks. 

Since then they’ve recorded together – Kimbrough produced and played guitar on Snider’s last two records – and strengthened Nashville connections.

Snider was discovered by singer-songwriter Keith Sykes, a member of Jimmy Buffett’s Coral Reefer Band. More than a decade later, Buffett recorded Kimbrough’s “Piece of Work” with Toby Keith for the “Licensed to Chill” Album.

Kimbrough’s Bisquits recorded for Prine’s Oh Boy label in 1993; Snider began recording for Oh Boy in 2000.

Both admire the Randy Newman style of songwriting that suggests occupying a character you loathe, a technique that can lead to misunderstandings from the casual listener.

Both are known and beloved by musicians and serious music fans, but wouldn’t mind reach-ng a wider audience. 

Both rock, but wind up playing solo a lot due to the economics of packing a band on the road.

Where does one story end and the other begin? The friendship should be evident in Thursday’s show at the Bama. Kimbrough will open, then go sign discs as Snider starts his set. A couple of songs in, he’ll join Snider on stage.

“He doesn’t even have to know what key it’s in,” Snider said, laughing. “He just walks up and says, ‘I know that better than you do.’

“He thinks my guitar playing is kind of cute.”

Kimbrough was voted instrumentalist of the year by the Americana Music Association. That’s in Nashville. Music City. Top gun.

But being known as the hot-test guitarist around can have its drawbacks, Kimbrough said. Nashville likes to peg people: He’s a sideman, despite the fact that he’s as versatile a singer and songwriter as anybody working there today. 

Just ask the legendary Rodney Crowell, for whom Kimbrough opened 150 sold-out dates last year.

“Part of it is because there’s no imagination,” Kimbrough said. The ears that be want to hear the same old, same old; writers like Snider and Kimbrough who can swing between pop, alt-country, blues, jazz, ballads, folk and flat-out rock don’t fit.

“But if you grew up with the (Beatles’) ‘White Album’ and ‘Abbey Road,’ (Led Zeppelin’s) ‘Physical Graffiti’ and ‘The Kinks Chronicles,’ it’s all just music. It’s not retro.

“It’s people who make songs and kind of know how to play them.”

But while stardom remains as elusive as radio play or video spins on TV, still the gentlemen write and play with folks like Buffett, Prine and Crowell. 

In a January entry on Kimbrough’s blog, he recounts a working vacation in St. Bart’s, writing songs with Buffett, Peter Mayer and Roger Guth when Roger Waters shows up. 

“Yes, that Roger Waters.” Kimbrough wrote. “The one from Pink Floyd. ‘The Wall.’ Bong hits in your college dorm to ‘Dark Side of the Moon.’ And he was nice. He told jokes and ate french fries. We poured each other wine. International rock stardom is everything it is cracked up to be….Ooh la la.”

Back to Tuscaloosa

Despite wandering through tall musical cotton, nights like the upcoming show at the Bama are a big part of what they live for, Kimbrough said. 

He’s especially happy to be back in Tuscaloosa after a long absence. It’s been probably 15 years since he’s played the Druid City. But back in the day, Bushmen shows were so popu-lar bars just had to put up one name on the marquee to draw a crowd: Will.

“The main thing is, you just do it because you love it,” Kim-brough said. “There’s no other reason to make music.”

Both guys will mix up the old and familiar with newer work. Kimbrough’s been compiling songs since 9/11 for “Ameri-cainitis,” which is nearing re-lease after a studio gestation of about 15 or 16 months, working around his other gigs.

“It’s all over the place” stylistically, he said, including everything from ragtime to pop, folk and flat-out rock. But all the songs are reactions to the state of the world since 9/11.

“I didn’t sit down and say, ‘I’m going to write a political record,’ but it came out this way,” he said. “It’s an anti-war record.”

Snider describes his upcoming “The Devil You Know” (due out in August) as an “evangelical agnosticy kind of gospel record. It’s endearing portraits of awful people."
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Other links:





Willkimbrough.com 


Toddsnider.net 





IF YOU GO





Todd Snider with Will Kimbrough, 8 p.m. Thursday in the Bama Theatre. Doors open at 7 p.m.; all seats are general admission. $15. Tickets are available through www.etix.com, at Charlemagne Records in Birmingham and Oz Music in Tuscaloosa and Northport, and at the Bama box office on the day of the show. Call (205) 222-7781.











