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What started 19 years ago with a group of guys looking for a way to get the next round at the Esso Club in Clemson has turned into an event to write home about. And starting tonight, see it for the first or nineteenth time - or anywhere in between.

Spittoono 19, Nostalgically Redneck will kick off at 6 this evening for three days of beer-swillin', tobacky spittin' entertainment that celebrates everything redneck (and even some stuff that ain't).

The name is a take-off of the Spoletto festivals around the state. The owner of the Esso Club dressed up like Minnie Pearl and a rural mythos was born. In that first year, with a couple bands, about 300 people attended the one-night affair. Now, about 1,000 people can be seen on a given night during the three day shindig.

It got so big that the Redneck Performing Arts Association (or the guys who started it all for beer cash) had to move it from their favorite watering hole to the National Guard Armory Baseball Field to accommodate the masses.

And the masses do come. "It moved to the ball field for room," said Tom Freeman, staff artist for the RPAA. "And the first year there someone said we probably had about 1,000 to 2,000 people."

Don't think all those people redneck. No, sir. According to Mr. Freeman, it is "a cross section of the populous." Everyone from lawyers (on the RPAA board of directors) to engineers (also on the board) to college students to the older segment of the region make their presence known.

Why do they come? For the entertainment, of course. The RPAA has 17 bands, some old, some new, coming in for the event. Most of them are local talent and Mr. Freeman said, "they never get a penny for their efforts."

Aside from the bands, the contests are a treat for many spectators. Things like beer-chuggin' and chaw-spitting competitions will be held to keep the natives coming back for more. And the best part, admission to the party is free.

Not only is admission to the festival free, but all profit made from sales of t-shirts (designed by Mr. Freeman), food (like funnel cakes and gumbo) and beer goes directly to a slew of area charities. Children's homes, humane societies and others are the beneficiaries of the party.

Despite the fact that Spittoono "started by accident," it seems to have taken on a life of its own. The creators are proud of the festival, but they also remain humble about what they do.

"There is no real thought out plan," Mr. Freeman said. "If there were, this thing would be huge."

We can only imagine.


