ON THE ROAD: Country’s top stars hit the highway
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TROUBLE

atalie Maines didn’t
know how prophetic the
opening line of the Dixie
Chicks’ new single
would become. You don't like the sound of
the truth/Coming from my mouth, she
sings on “Truth No. 2.” Maines is
addressing honesty in a relationship, but it
just as easily could be a rejoinder to those
who've criticized her for her now-infamous
quote — that she was ashamed President
Bush was from her home state of Texas.

Made during a London concert in March,
Maines’ quip triggered a firestorm of contro-
versy unlike any seen in popular music since
John Lennon observed in 1966 that The
Beatles were “more popular than Jesus.”
Swamped with calls and letters from angry
listeners who found Maines’ comment un-
American, radio stations across the nation
pulled the Chicks’ records from their
playlists. Among the boycotters was
Cumulus Broadcasting, a media network
that banished the Chicks from its 42 country
stations. Their then-No. 1 single, “Travelin’
Soldier,” dropped completely from the air-
play charts, and sales of their current album,
Home, took a nosedive.

Maines eventually attempted to clarify her
remarks, first in a press release and then with
her bandmates in an hourlong televised inter-
view with ABC-TV’s Diane Sawyer. Both
times, Maines said her statement was “disre-
spectful.” In the ABC interview, she and sis-
ters Martie Maguire and Emily Robison
described themselves as patriotic, proud
Americans who supported the troops but
had questions about the speed of Bush’s
decision to go to war.

“] feel regret for, you know, the choice of
words — or the non-choice,” Maines told

The Dixie Chicks
have thrived on
sass, attitude

and defying
conventional

wisdom. But this
time — as they spark
a national debate
about patriotism,
free speech and the
future of country
music — have they
gone too far?

Sawyer. “Am I sorry that I asked questions
and that I don’t just follow? No.”

Their explanation didn’t seem to appease
critics. Making matters worse, some who'd
initially applauded Maines for her candor
later criticized her for caving to industry
pressure and popular opinion.

All of which raises a bigger question:
What will the controversy cost the
Grammy-winning Chicks in the long run?
And how will it affect the future of country
music, and artists who might otherwise feel
inclined to speak their minds?

The Dixie Chicks have never shied from
expressing opinions or fighting for what they
believe in. After signing with Monument
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Records, they fought with the record label
for the right to play their own instruments
on their debut album, Wide Open Spaces.
Over record company objections, they
insisted that a banjo be featured on the
album’s title cut, which went on to
become a No. 1 hit and helped put
acoustic, bluegrassy accompaniment back
in the country music mainstream.

On their 10-million-selling second
album, Fly, they gambled further when
they sang about domestic violence in
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“Goodbye Earl,” and about “mattress
dancing” in “Sin Wagon.” Both cuts went
on to become hit singles.

In 2001 they put their careers on the line
when they made their dispute with Sony
Music public by suing the label for with-
holding royalties — and winning, They
defied convention yet again when they
released Home, a grass-roots, acoustic-
flavored album recorded in Austin, instead
of Nashville. The CD’s first single, “Long
Time Gone,” attacked the soullessness of
country radio and still received enough
airplay to emerge as a Top 5 hit.

Each time the Chicks stirred up a poten-
tial storm, they somehow managed to
weather it. In fact, their nerviness always
worked in their favor, further endearing
them to fans and ultimately enabling them
to become the best-selling female group in
the history of country and pop music.

“We've had a lot of controversy in
our career,” fiddler Maguire said in an
interview prior to the recent flap. “It’s

never been intentional. We're more
lighthearted than that.”

The Chicks are indeed a fun-loving trio.
But even if Maines’ jab at the president was
just a flippant response prompted by the
antiwar sentiment the group encountered
overseas on their tour of Europe in the
weeks leading up to the U.S.-led bombing of
Baghdad, few people on either side of the
debate found humor in it. Defenders of free
speech and those opposed to the war in Irag
heard it as a rallying cry and rushed to sup-

In an hourlong interview
with ABC-TV’s Diane
Sawyer, the Chicks
attempted to stop the
bleeding over the comment
Maines later admitted was
“disrespectful.”

port the trio. But a sizeable portion of
country’s core audience — a constituency
that historically embraces the military
and the flag — blasted back at the band.
Some even destroyed their Chicks CDs in
public displays of backlash, often orches-
trated by radio stations.

Jim Shields, the vice president of pro-
gramming for Forever Broadcasting, a cor-
porate owner of 27 radio stations, believes
the matter eventually will blow over.
“People care about the Dixie Chicks for
their music, not their politics,” Shields said.

Jay Orr, the senior museum editor at
the Country Music Hall of Fame and
Museum, tends to agree. “I think that in
this day and age, when we are so bom-
barded with images and information, it’s
hard to retain the memory of something —
especially something that inspires resent-
ment,” Orr said. “I think the Dixie
Chicks’ fans are very loyal and passion-
ate about them, and that any who were
alienated by Maines’ comment were

heartbroken for having to leave the fold.”

Chet Flippo, editorial director of the
cable network CMT, however, insists that
the number of defectors from the Chicks
fold is much higher than Orr’s observation
might suggest. “Maines in effect filed for
divorce from country audiences,” Flippo
wrote on CMT.com, the company’s website.
“Maines’ attack on Bush was in effect a
direct attack on the country music audience.
And its values. And its patriotism.”

Country historian Bill C. Malone, on
the other hand, believes that the country
music audience isn’t as single-minded as
Flippo portrays it.

“Many of us spend large sums of money
on country music concerts, CDs and litera-
ture, and have done so for many years —and
we were part of the majority who voted
against George Bush back in 2000,”
Malone wrote in response to Flippo’s col-
umn. “Some of us vehemently oppose the
war that Bush has instigated, and, like
Natalie Maines, we worry about the con-
sequences that the war will have not only
for men and women who have to fight it,
but also for other people who may suffer
from its ravages.”

One thing’s certain: The Chicks have felt
the sting of the boycotts and of the negative
response of fans. Sales of Home dropped
markedly, from 123,952 copies the week
Maines made her comment to 33,127 just
four weeks later.

The Chicks suffered in terms of airplay as
well. “Travelin® Soldier,” their wrenching —
and timely — ballad about the human costs
of war, plunged from No. 1 the week that
Darryl Worley’s call-to-arms “Have You
Forgotten?™ hit the top spot.

The backlash continued in April. At the
fan-voted CMT Flameworthy Awards in
Nashville, the Chicks were booed by the
audience of some 20,000 fans — and the trio
wasn’t even in attendance. Just the mention
of their name sparked a roar of disapproval.

Bur a true measure of the Chicks” ability
to bounce back will come from fan
response on their current U.S. tour, which
began May 1 in Greenville, S.C. The open-
ing show proved positive for the trio.
Protests outside the arena were minimal,
and inside the group received several rous-
ing ovations from the sold-out crowd. Ten
minutes into the show, Maines addressed
the fact that protestors may be among the
crowd. “We have a plan for this,” she told
the crowd. “If you’re here to boo, we wel-
come that. We're going to give you 15 sec-
onds to do that.” Instead, the crowd of



15,000 roared with cheers and applause.

Will other cities react with similar sup-
port? At the group’s date in Houston in July,
some concertgoers have said they plan to
show up in military uniforms as a way of
expressing their disapproval of Maines’
comment about the president.

Receptions like this haven't just been lim-
ited to irate fans. Fellow country hitmaker
Travis Tritt issued a statement chiding
Maines to “get behind the troops” — and
daring her to repeat her “offending”
remarks in the Astrodome when the band
plays there this summer.

At a show in Huntsville, Ala., Toby Keith
dressed down Maines for “denouncing our
president on foreign soil.” A doctored image
of Maines standing with Saddam Hussein
was projected across a giant video screen
while Keith had his say. Similar altered
photos, complete with captions like “intro-
ducing the New Dixie Duo,” have been cir-
culated widely on the Internet.

Some of the backlash has turned even
uglier. While on tour in Australia and
New Zealand in early April, the three
women received what they described as

“threatening mail,” and the front gate of
banjo player Emily Robison’s ranch out-
side San Antonio was vandalized.

“They’re crucifying this girl,” com-
mented Rosanne Cash. “It’s so ludicrous.
I think she got blindsided. I don’t think
she knew what hit her.”

ash wasn’t the only artist to
come to the trio’s defense.
Bruce Springsteen, in a state-

ment posted on his website, brucespring-
steen.net, said of the Dixie Chicks: “To me,
they’re terrific American artists expressing
American values by using their American
right to free speech. For them to be banished
wholesale from radio stations, and even
entire radio networks, for speaking out is
un-American. The pressure coming from the
government and big business to enforce con-
formity of thought concerning the war and
politics goes against everything that this
country is about — namely freedom.”

Issues larger than the enduring popu-
larity of the Dixie Chicks are at stake here,
not the least of which are those pertaining to
the First Amendment.

COUNTING
TH E

NUMBERS

he Dixie Chicks album
Home had set up residence
at No. 1 on the country charts
through the first three months
of 2003. The week prior to
Feb. 9, sales rose to 114,159

(1), pushed by the trio's Super
Bowl performance. On Feb. 16,
after appearing on Saturday
Night Live, sales shot to
170,603 (2). After the Chicks
won four Grammy Awards,
Home topped out with weekly
sales of 202,350 CDs (3).
Sales remained over
' 100,000 when Maines lashed
out at President Bush. As the
anti-Chicks backlash grew,
sales fell to 71,732 (4), then
to a low of 33,127. At that
point, sales leveled off, then
even climbed a bit to 43,000
(5), perhaps driven by fans
wanting to support the trio
during its crisis.

“Natalie Maines was well within her
rights to speak her mind,” said Ken Paulson,
the executive director of the First
Amendment Center at Nashville’s Vanderbilt
University. “At the same time, others can use
their free-speech rights to speak out
against her. That means the system works.”

Paulson, however, was quick to add that
the First Amendment protects us only from
government infringement on our speech,
not from expressions of disagreement. “It
does nothing,” he notes, “to protect us
from each other.”

First Amendment considerations never-
theless come into play when radio stations —
which are licensed by the federal govern-
ment - boycott the Chicks’ music. Especially
prickly is the extent to which deregulation of
the communications industry has given
giant  conglomerates like  CGumulus
Broadcasting the power to sanction enter-
tainers who hold viewpoints with which
they don’t agree. Indeed, allowing so much
power to be consolidated in the hands of
one corporation, as the Telecommunications
Act of 1996 does, effectively blesses the
efforts of Cumulus and others to “blacklist”



outspoken performers like the Chicks.

In a memo sent to Sony Music Group,
which owns the Chicks’ recording con-
tract, Cumulus said they would lift their
ban on the trio’s music only after
Maines personally made a public apol-
ogy for her remarks — in other words,
not a statement released through a
media handler, as was the case with her
earlier attempt at amends.

“Radio stations are given great lati-
tude in deciding what they choose to put
on the air,” says Paulson. “You have to
wonder if it’s in our national interest to
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than that.”

have one company entirely ban the
music of a band because of the political
comments of one of its members. You
also have to wonder whether radio sta-
tions are so aggressively formatted now
that we’ll ever hear any real diversity of
opinion again,

“Contrast today with the '60s,”
Paulson continues. “In the ’60s, you
could have No. 1 records for and against
the war in Vietnam. Barry McGuire went
to No. 1 [in 1965] with ‘Eve of
Destruction.” A year later, Staff Sergeant
Barry Sadler went to No. 1 with ‘The
Ballad of the Green Berets.” We have to
ask ourselves, would radio stations play
that same range of music today?”

Maybe not. But Pam Shane, a radio

consultant with Houston’s Shane Media
Services, which does polling and focus
group research for country radio,
believes that the Chicks controversy can
be healthy because Maines’ remarks —
and the more combative sentiments
expressed in recent hit singles by Toby
Keith and Darryl Worley — engage both
sides of the debate over the war in Iraq.

“Country music and radio have been
blessed to have Toby Keith and the Dixie
Chicks during the last couple of years,”
Shane wrote on her company’s website.
“Not only have they made music that the

God,” for instance, shared space on the
Billboard airplay charts recently. As
counterpoints to bellicose salvos like Red
Foley’s “Smoke on the Water” and Merle
Haggard’s “The Fightin® Side of Me,”
there have been poignant country singles
that directly and indirectly count the cost
of war, from Loretta Lynn’s “Dear Uncle
Sam” to Glen Campbell’s “Galveston.”
“Travelin’ Soldier,” the Dixie Chicks
single that became the first casualty of the
current controversy, is very much of a
piece with “Galveston,” even to the point
of being set in the Vietnam era. Written

“We’ve had a lot of controversy in our
career. It’s never been intentional. We’re more lighthearted
— Dixie Chick Martie Maguire

“Travelin' Soldier,” the

Chicks’ wrenching ballad

about the human cost of war,

dived off its perch at No. 1

the week after Maines made

1 i‘!“l her anti-Bush comment.
I

public has responded to, but Toby and
Natalie are opinionated people who take
firm stands and are always ready to make
controversial remarks. They get real peo-
ple talking about country music, which
has been pretty rare in pop cultural dis-
course since the early '90s. And that’s
good for country radio.”

Even though no country hit past or
present qualifies as an antiwar anthem
akin to Edwin Starr’s 1970 No. 1 pop hit
“War” throughout its history, country
radio — a format stereotypically asso-
ciated with nationalism - has aired
records that expressed different view-
points about armed conflict. Clint Black’s
pro-war “I Raq and Roll” and Phil
Vassar’s more contemplative “This Is

by Bruce Robison, the brother-in-law of
Dixie Chick Emily Robison, “Soldier”
finds a high school girl falling for a class-
mate who gets shipped to Vietnam only
to come home in a body bag. The song
doesn’t take sides, nor does the Chicks’
mournful rendering of it. All we are left
with, as the record ends, is Maines’ sub-
dued vocal, the sound of heartbreak that
inevitably accompanies the ravages of
war, wherever it occurs.

“More Love,” another track from the
Chicks’ current album, also speaks to
issues of war and peace. Just look out
around  us/People fightin’  their
wars/They think they'll be bappy/When
they've settled their scores, Maines sings
to the bittersweet strains of banjo, fiddle
and mandolin. Let’s lay down our
weapons/That bold us apart/Be still for
just a minute/Try to open our bearts.
These lines, written by Tim O’Brien and
Gary Nicholson, express Maines’ hopes
and fears about the state of the world
better than anything she’s said onstage.
They also just might be a balm for heal-
ing the rift between the Dixie Chicks
and their estranged fans.

“Great music can overcome feelings
of resentment or distrust inspired by
offhand comments,” says Jay Orr of the
Country Music Hall of Fame. “The
Dixie Chicks are incredibly talented
artists. They make compelling music,
and I think we’re only just beginning to
hear what they are capable of doing
artistically.

“I think the Dixie Chicks are bigger
than this controversy and have a lot of
people who will stick with them.”*




