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Country Rocks The Boomers

Priscilla Painton
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aby boomers have gone through a strange musical jour-
ney. For a time, rock music was their essential cultural
touch-stone, a vein of deep feeling that seemed to flow
through nearly every one of them. If the oldest boomers
grew up on early Stones and the youngest arrived just in
time to catch Van Halen, at least they possessed a lingua franca.

Then along came advances in studio technology and radio-
station niche marketing. Leading-edge music is now subdivided
into such abstrue and sharply segregated categories as Christian
Rap. Acid Jazz and Grunge Rock, and it can be created, almost
untouched by human hands, with something called a Musical In-
strument Digital Interface. The two major currents of pop today
have much to do with attitude and little to do with musicality.
heavy metal speaks to priapic barbarism, and rap is so belhger~
ent that for some it verges on antimusic.

By their sheer demographic weight, the nation’s 76 million
baby boomers continue to determine America’s musical prefer-
ences.” And what America currently prefers is country. Brooks
now outsells Michael Jackson and Guns’N Roses, country radio
is trumping out new stars so fast that Randy Travis’six vears in
the limelight qualify him as an elder statesman.

Significantly, country has achieved its new luster without a-
bandoning its heritage: a heritage so stubbornly rooted in story-
telling and simple melody. The new wave of country singers is
dominated by artists who have succeeded largely on their own
terms, consolidating an eclectic mix of contemporary sounds
with old-fashioned catches in the throat, tinkles of the man-
dolin, sugary sobs and vertiginous swoops of pedal steel guitar.

This generation’s performers are the first bred on both rock and
g
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country, who are consciously choosing Nashville, as Vince GiII\
did when he turned down a chance to join the rock group Dire
Straits in favor of continuing his country career.

If the baby boomers have discovered country, however,it is
not just out of nostalgia. They have looked across the musical
landscape and found a cast of artists who are very much like
themselves. Today’s hot country stars, Garth Brooks foremost
among them, are more likely to be college graduates with IRAS
than dropouts with prison records. They put Mercedes and
Volvos in their videos and refer to wine and cafes as much as
beer and honky-tonks. They worry about keeping in shape and,
in an era of middle-class constriction, about keeping ahead. The
women sing about their heartbreaks, but they also rejoice in
their sexual independence and ponder their opportunities. Both
genders extol the virtues of marital longevity.

Gill, for one, looks as if he stepped out of an L. L. Bean
catalog, and he loves golf so much that he lives on a course out-
side Nashville. Cleve Francis, one of the few black country
singers signed to a major label since Charley Pride in the ’60s, is
a 46—year-old cardiologist from the suburbs of Washington.
Mary-Chapin Carpenter has a degree in American civilization
from Brown University, she drew the idea for her highly suc-
cessful When Halley Came to Jackson, about the appearance of
Halley’s comet in Mississippi, from a line in the memoirs of Eu-
dora Welty. K. T. Oslin once made a living as a Broadway cho-
rus girl, and when she turned to country in her mid-40s, it was
to sing about such nonbucolic topics as older women sleeping
with younger men. Even the downhome Reba McEntire, who
spent her youth on her father’s ranch and on the rodeo circuit,
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went on to college, where she studied clarsicai violin and piano
and “analyzed Mozart every which way. ’
But more than any other country headliner, Brooks encapsu-
~ lates most of the complexities of the baby boomers. He was
raised in an Oklahoma City suburb, where he listened to Kiss
and Queen. and graduated from Oklahoma State, where he was
a- middling jock and an advertising major. He hides his receding
hairline under his Stetson, and once said, “I’d rather be like
Schwarzenegger —perfect teeth, perfect body, full head of hair. ”
He can be a pop nostalgist who croons old Billy Joel songs, a
country nostalgist who traces his lineage to the backwoodsy
George Jones, or a rock nostalgist who remembers what the back
and forth between a jumping-jack-flash performer and his audi-
ence is supposed to be like. “Like great sex,”he says,“where you
get wild and frenzied, then tur.n‘that around quick to something
gentle, tender and slow,and then get wild and crazy again and
just keep doing that over and over until one of you drops dead. ”
His essence.above all,is in a ballad like The Dance,a pallia-
tive for a generation that has begun to lick old wounds as it ap-
proaches middle age. “I could have missed the pain,” he sings.
“But P’d of had to miss the dance.” The video of The Dance
shows images of John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King, and
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the song’s autum-nal, retrospective tone is what seems to touch
millions of listeners. Says Sue Thayer,43,a machine-shop secre-
tary from Grayling, Mich. ; and a convert to country music from
rock: “It’s about love affairs gone bad, and death—the finality of
relationships. ” )

Aging rock’n’ rollers have been quietly defecting to country
for years. But since 1990 the process has accelerated sharply.
“FElvis Presley was the first time I saw this kind of reaction.”
says Jimmy Bowen, whose Nashville-based Liberty Records dis-
tributes Brooks. “Then I saw it again with the Beatles. And now
I see it with Garth Brooks. When you turn on millions of people
in a short period of time, that’s called a phenomenon. ”

Brooks has yet to prove he has the imagination of John
Lennon, much less the death-defying charisma of Elvis, but he
has broken all of Nashville’s sales records. Until his 1991 Ropin’
the Wind, no country album had ever entered B:illboard’s pop
chart at No. 1. Since his recording debut a short three years ago,
Brooks has moved more albums with more velocity. than anyone
else in the history of Nashville:Wwhen the figures for Ropin’ are
added to those for Garth Brooks and No Fences, his first and sec-

ond releases, he has sold more than 16 million records.



Country is reaching deeper than ever into the lives of Ameri-

cans. Since 1980 the number of country radio stations has gone
from 1534 to about 2500 nationwide. By one measute, country
has become the nation’s second most popular radio format, after
adult contemporary. Country stations rani( in first place in 45 of
the top 100 radio markets, including Buffalo, Kansas City and
Orlando. Without much fanfare, discos that used to play Top 40
tunes have been converting into country music clubs, where cow-
boy wannabes pull up in Hondas to dance the Slappin’ Leather,
the Tush Push or the Texas Two-step.
_ Actually, the country music lover long ago abandoned the
southern holler for the middle-class suburbia of satellite dishes
that politicians like to call the heartland. Republicans have un-
derstood this ever since Richard Nixon became the first President
to visit the Grand Ole Opry in 1974. George Bush campaigned
with country music stars Loretta Lynn and Peggy Sue, and made
a pilgrimage to Nashville last year for the Country Music Associ-
ation Awards.

Country is also benefiting from the determined eclecticism of
the twenty-something generation. At a Nashville concert by
country hunk Alan Jackson, Brandi Byrd, 19, arrived with her
hair teased into a punk sculpture, wearing a replica of an artfully
threadbare Aerosmith outfit. At home she puts her Jackson and
Brooks tapes alongside the work of groups like White Snake,
Poison and Motley Crue. Says Julie Hall, a 23-year-old clerk at
TNN: “I’m just as likely to buy the Black Crowes as I am to buy
a Travis Tritt tape. I like good music. I don’t care what it is. ”

But country’s message makes the music belong. first and

foremost, to the baby boomers now coping with being in their
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40s. “Twenty-year-olds,” says record executive Bowen, are

having their first romance, and we’fe talking about the third di-

vorce over here. ” If rock is about feral impulses country is about

spiritual nourishment. Cultural critic Camille Paglia who has cel-
ebrated the Dionysian power of rock music in her writings, be-
lieves the genre suffered an identity crisis as it moved further
from the rural immediacy of folk and blues and lost its restless,
questing spirit. “In rock you’re getting middle-class suburban
- kids who have no experience of anything except What they hear
on the radio,” she says. “Country music speaks emotional truth.

Rock has drifted from it. ” Says Paul Shaffer , David Letterman’s

bandleader : “Country is soul music for white people, and people

always return to soul music, because that’s where the feeling
is. ”

If, as in Shaffer’s description, country’s appeal has some-
thing to do with race, it is because pop has rarely been as raciall'y '
polarized as it is in the ear of rap. Country fans, who, like their
stars, tend to be white, are not shy about describing their music
as the musical equivalent of the urban escapism known as white
flight. “Thank God for rap,” says Bowen. “Every morning
when they play that stuff, people come running to us.” Says
Ralph Emery: “Rap music speaks only to black issues, and has
turned a lot of white people off. ”

But much more than race is involved in country’s success.

At the end of a decade marked by lip-synching scandals and Ma-

terial Girlhood, Americans are reclaiming their right to senti-

mentality, civility and a little bit of cellulite on the dance floor.

Take, for example, some patrons of the Golden Nugget, a night

spot in Buffalo’s flourishing country-and-western scene. “In a
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