Pit Stop At The Esso Club Thirst-Quenching, Heartening
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	The near impossible is to take a watering hole possessing great character and tradition and renovate it without diminishing the spirit of the institution. 

So I was a bit apprehensive when I heard in the fall of last year that the Esso Club had been sold and the new owner was going to make some improvements. 

My thought was it's hard to improve on perfection. However, over the years even the most loyal patrons would admit the club's perfection had become a little run-down. It had taken "arrogantly shabby" to new heights. 

The Esso Club stayed closed for some four months while renovations were taking place, and when it reopened in mid-April I fully intended to pay a visit to soothe the hurt of paying my IRS dues. The visit was put off when I filed for an extension. 

It was an inquiry from a friend that prompted an immediate visit. 

"How is the Esso Club now?" the friend asked. 

I was ashamed to tell him I really didn't know, although a former proprietor of the club had deemed it well and good. 

The following Saturday I paid a visit to this improved bit of Clemson tradition. 

As I pulled into the parking lot and got out of my car, I could hear the radio over outdoor speakers broadcasting a Clemson baseball game. Inside, there were seven or eight patrons who by their "just hanging out" attire had to be regulars. The bar, built of wood from old Death Valley stadium seats, had been moved to a new location in the club and new barstools added. Not a problem. 

I took a seat, ordered a beverage and the bartender asked me something you never would have heard at the old Esso Club: "Would you like to see a menu?" 

The only food the old club served was peanuts and chips. Too, there were no mixed drinks, just beer, beer and more beer. Now you can have either or. 

As the drink was placed before me, I looked down the historic bar and quickly realized why it's said that the more things change, the more they remain the same. There, nursing a draft beer as he has always done, sat Punk Bodiford. 

Punk was one of the first people I met after discovering the Esso Club and one of the principals in founding Spittoono, the Redneck Festival of the Performing Arts. 

"Well, what do you think of the renovations?" I asked when I approached him. 

"It's clean and the beer's cold," he said in that dry manner he at times possesses. 

The club is indeed clean, including the restrooms, which had become somewhat notorious for being otherwise, especially on busy nights. 

Our talk was small, mostly catching up on people I hadn't seen in a while. Then I notice that unlike most sports bars, all five of the television screens were on the same station, the one broadcasting the Clemson baseball game. I mentioned this to Punk, and he simply replied, "Well, this is Clemson." 

Looking around, I saw that much of the old memorabilia remains, the walls and ceiling have dark paneling and the floor remains concrete. I didn't stay long, just long enough to realize the Esso Club bucked the odds. Its spirit had survived renovations. 


