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Barefoot boy with neck of red, what's that bucket on your head?

CLEMSON - When you think about it, the phenomenon called Spitoono is really a stroke of cultural genius. Take all the redneck fire within this part of South Carolina and bring it together for a purpose. The Redneck Performing Arts Association (RPAA) came up with this idea back in 1981, and Spitoono has been all the rage ever since. Spitoono is a totally free festival designed to raise money for local charities including Meals on Wheels. And with the smell of barbecue, funnel cakes, and the biggest hot dogs I have ever seen, Spitoono XXIV was a complete success. 

Let's not kid ourselves. If they didn't put on a hell of a show, no one would come out to donate their money. What Spitoono has become known for is the three nights of great tunes and cheap beer. Whole families including the dogs will come out with their buses, trucks, Harleys, lawn chairs, blankets, and Spitoono T-shirts from 1988. The crowd naturally grows every night from Thursday to the night that never seems to end on Saturday. 

Before getting in to the particulars of the musical acts and the people listening, everyone should be privy to a little bit of history about the event. Sitting around The Esso Club way back in the day, a bunch of self-described good ole boys started talking about Spoleto in Charleston. Spoleto is an annual festival of the performing arts. They decided they wanted to do something similar, but stopped short of saying they wanted the same thing. 

"We allowed as how this might be fine for some folks, but we didn't much care to see a bunch of guys prancing around on stage wearing tights or singing in Italian. You can't even CLOG to that kind of music!" said one RPAA member. They decided there needed to be a redneck festival with "real" instruments like electric guitars and banjos. The first installment was held at the site of the brainstorming session, The Esso Club. The event soon outgrew the venue, and was moved to the baseball field at the Clemson National Guard Armory baseball field. They decided to print some T-shirts and sell beer to pay for the party. They threw in a tobacco spitting contest to add some spunk to the proceedings and the festival was born. 

Thursday typically is the quietest night out of the three, if you can call it that. It provides a chance for parents to bring out the kids, or the other way around, to hear some cool acts like Mystic Road Show and Tony Tidwell. If you are looking for an alternative to sitting on the porch or watching the tube, heading out to the ball field is a great way to go. It's really easy to just kick back in the grass with a cool beverage and enjoy life. 

Friday is when things start to really heat up, and even a little rain couldn't cool things down this year. True Blues rocked the house while the outfield was illuminated by approaching lightning. People weren't about to leave until they were dripping though, and the exit of the band seemed to provide for an entrance to the rain. The crowd before the rain was a good one though, and shows that the popularity of the event grows every year. 

Whatever the number of people attending the Friday show, it was easily doubled come Saturday. Estimated attendance at past Spitoono festivals has totaled 13,000 over the three days. Organizers says charitable contributions from the festival proceeds have exceeded 65,000 over the life of the event, a handsome sum considering no admission fee is charged. 

Back at the armory ballfield, the music continued. Let me just say one thing - what better name for a band is there than Kings of Beer? The name alone should earn them best band of the weekend. But that honor, most Spitoono goers would probably attest, would have to go to CenterLine, a rock and roll cover band that had the armory rocking for two and half-hours. The crowd in front of the stage got so pumped at one point that the lead singer could have easily done a stage dive if he had wanted. 

The real story here, however, is the people that go to Spitoono. They come in all shapes, sizes, ages, and colors, and gathered for a revival of the sense of community people should want all the time. It may sound corny, but everyone really just gets along out there. For example, I found myself dancing next to an elderly man with a white beard and a little five year-old girl at the same time. People seem to have no worries. "Cheap beer and good tunes...need I say more?" asked onlooker Stephen Sefick, fully decked out in overalls. Ask anyone and they'll tell you the same thing, beer or no beer. Whether it's a 40+ card-carrying member of the RPAA, or a five-year old girl dancing in front of the stage, the one purpose of the event is to have fun and to help people. What could be better? 


