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Clemson, S.C. - With Spoleto USA as its centerpiece, Charleston may purport to be the essence of culture in South Carolina. 

But folks in Clemson, a college town nestled beside the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains, believe their music festival best represents the state's true cultural heritage. 

They've got Spittoono. 

Now in its 16th year, the three-day musical extravaganza celebrates everything "redneck," from bluegrass music to beer chugging, from tobacco spitting to clogging. It begins today at 6 p.m. at the National Guard Armory and continues Friday and Saturday evenings. 

"We're hard-core people who work hard to have a good time," said Ted Balk, a member of the Redneck Performing Arts Association, which sponsors the event. 

In his real life, Balk is a civil engineer. Another organizer, H. Ennis Bodifer, better known as "Punk," is a criminal lawyer. Others work as professors at Clemson University or at the nuclear power plant in nearby Oconee. 

Spittoono started inauspiciously as a way to raise money for the Esso Club, a low-slung bar that looks like it used to be a gas station. (It even has an old-timey pump standing outside.) 

In 1981, the bar owners worried that they didn't have enough money to buy the beer needed to get through Clemson's football season. Some bar-stool regulars suggested a festival. 

The event was so successful that not only did the Esso Club replenish its beer supply, but a few hundred dollars remained when the bills were paid. Organizers sent it to Whitten Village, a home for the mentally retarded. 

Every year since, organizers have turned over the profits to local charities. "Kids and critters are our themes," said Balk. 

In all, nearly $30,000 has gone to a children's home, animal shelters and community theaters. This year's proceeds will go to the Littlejohn Community Center, which needs playground equipment to qualify for the federal Head Start program. Bodifer hopes to be able to give the center $10,000. 

Admission is free. Spittoono raises funds by selling T-shirts, food and beverages, mostly - surprise, surprise - beer. But don't look for any imported beer or microbreweries around here. 

"We don't do yuppie," declared Balk. But if any do show up, he said laughing, "They've got to put up with what we drink: Bud, Coors, Busch, red-blooded, American cheap beers." 

Concessions range from sausage dogs to funnel cakes. (Last year, someone hawked deep-fried turkey legs with barbecue sauce.) Each night's music roams the redneck landscape, from rock to blues to folk. The contests begin Saturday. 

A large white tarpaulin is spread out in front of the stage (actually two flatbed trucks tied together), and the spitting commences. The record, held by a local guy by the name of Walter Hawkins, is 23 feet, 10 inches. Last year, he beat out some women who were "pretty good spitters," Balk said. 

The rules are important. No blowing your wad, and your hocker's got to be smaller than a dime. No spraying, either. And, as in tennis, no foot faults. 

Next up is the chugging contest. Last year, it was all women. The woman who won chugged her drink in under three seconds because it was a Zima, which doesn't foam up. Organizers say Zima is outlawed this year. 

The final contest is clogging, a dance cursed by some traditional dance teachers as the ruination of many a good tap dancer. 

Winners at Spittoono formerly received a spittoon autographed by legendary Clemson football coach and chewing tobacco confederate Frank Howard. Now they get a case of beer. 

The brand? Something American, cheap and redneck. 


