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CALLIN’ ’EM LIKE I SEE ’EM
WRITING THIS BOOK HAS BEEN AN INCREDIBLE LEARNING experience, and what I have learned is that I do not particularly like writing books. However, I have been urged by several people to do this and I agreed to, so here it goes…
I stand for personal responsibility and against anything that undermines it. So much of what I see in our country today represents a hell-bent flight from responsibility to victimhood. From acting on one’s convictions to going along just to get along. From making decisions based on moral principles to taking the easy way out. That’s not what the United States of America is about, and that’s not the legacy our children should inherit.
In this book I’ll refer to my life experiences, but it’s not the next celebrity confession. I’ll be talking about the state of this country as I’ve seen it from my boyhood in small-town Louisiana to these days of headlining concerts across our land. I’ll talk about my journey from being an oilfield hand with few responsibilities (except an honest day’s work), to being a father of five daughters and the president of a small corporation.
I’ll be touching on some of today’s hot-button issues: trade unionism, energy and the environment, Republicans and Democrats, illegal immigration, the war on terrorism, and freedom of speech. I’ll also have some things to say about blame games and pity parties, fatherhood and the personal conflict I face from not having had a real job since I became a full-time musician.
With me, what you see is what you get. I don’t put on airs, I don’t pull punches, and most important, I don’t take myself too seriously. I’m not in the loop inside the Beltway, and I don’t claim to have the scoop on anything.
I just call ’em like I see ’em.

Chapter One
THE DAY THERE WERE NO PLANES
IT’S A DAMN GOOD THING I WASN’T THE PRESIDENT AFTER 9/11 because I would have…let’s not go there yet. But there are defining moments for every generation. The events of 9/11 were my generation’s defining moment, so we’ll start there.
On the morning of September 11, 2001, I was sitting in my garage watching TV like I usually do. It’s my morning ritual. When I’m home and off the road, I go out into the garage for a cigarette—because I can’t smoke in the house, which is cool. On that fateful day I dutifully retreated to the garage with my big mug of black coffee. I watched the Weather Channel to see if I was going to bother going outside, and then I flipped over to Fox News to start my day.
I was watching live news coverage when the second plane hit. As the shocking facts came together and it was apparent that the Twin Towers were being attacked by terrorists, I felt a deep rage building up to a boiling point. I was seething inside over the fact that someone would hate Americans so much as to commit such a heinous crime.
Then, like so many Americans, I needed to deal with the 9/11 tragedy on my own home front.
By lunchtime, after I had gotten over the initial shock of what had happened, I focused my attention on Mackenzie, my three-year-old little girl. I knew that what had just happened didn’t mean anything to her and that she had no idea what was going on.
At the time we lived just south of Nashville International Airport, far enough from it that the noise didn’t ever bother us, but still within its busy flight patterns. When the winds came out of the north, the aircraft flew high over our house on their approach to BNA. My little girl loved to watch the planes come over.
So that day, I took her outside and went to the front yard where we could both clearly see the sky. We lay down on our backs on a grassy knoll with the noonday sun beating down on our faces from a completely cloudless canopy.
I leaned over to Mackenzie and said, “Let’s see how many airplanes we can count.”
She was excited. So we waited. And we waited. There were no planes. No planes at all. Now, you can’t keep a three-year-old’s interest for very long.
“There are no planes,” she finally said and jumped up. “C’mon, Daddy, let’s go do something else.”
I held Mackenzie in my arms for a little while. Then I said to her, “Look at me, sweetheart, and I want you to remember this. There was a day when Daddy took you outside to see the planes and there were no planes flying anywhere in the sky. No planes.”
“Why, Daddy?”
“Today the president said, ‘No one can fly planes today,’ so there are none. Today’s the only day this will happen. You will never see this again. I want you to remember what Daddy showed you on the day there were no planes.”
That was the only way I could impress upon a three-year-old the importance of that sad and terrible time.

Chapter Two
CIVIS AMERICANIS
THE 9/11 ATTACKS REALLY MADE ME THINK ABOUT MY children and their future twenty years from now. Would they be free to pursue their everyday hopes and dreams without fear, without worrying that some evil person was going to plant a bomb in the mall or blow up an airliner? Were my children going to have to exist in a country riddled with fear?
Having to live in constant dread is like being forced back to the caveman days when every time you stepped outside, you had to worry about whether a saber-toothed tiger was going to eat you. Before 9/11, I thought civilization had progressed beyond that point. Yet with all this pent-up religious tension, I’m not so sure anymore.
Had I been president in September 2001, once we ascertained that Islamic fundamentalists had committed this atrocity I would have demanded a conference call with every Arab leader in the world:
“Listen. If this is the first salvo, the first shot, and if this is going to continue, then let it be known today that it will not continue for very long. We have the firepower to end this, and we’re willing to use it. My children and my grandchildren will not live in fear for the rest of their lives because that’s not living. That’s just existing.”
I would have put it all on the line.
“I’m warning you folks right now, I’m willing to end it all. I will incinerate this rock starting with Afghanistan, and I mean it. If you’re not going to get with the terrorist eradication program and get your shit together, and if you permit this stuff to go on in your own countries, by God, I will end this now. We will all go to our maker and we’ll let Him decide who was right.” (It would have been at that moment, hopefully, that some sensible person in my administration would have dropped a horse tranquilizer in my coffee.)
The United States didn’t ask to be the security force for the entire globe. That role is being forced upon us because nobody else will stand up against the evil in this world. That’s right. We’re being forcibly put in a position of responsibility because of the apathy and negligence of other world leaders. We didn’t ask to be the World Cop, and the American people don’t want that job any more than anybody else does.
I used to watch the television series West Wing. I loved that show, and in the early days, although I’m a conservative, I never missed an episode and recorded the ones that I did miss. I dug it. It didn’t make me question any of my political affiliations; I enjoyed the show and kept it in perspective. My favorite episode was when Martin Sheen, as President Jed Bartlett, equated freedom and our way of life to the time of the Romans, when a Roman citizen could travel anywhere in the known world. And if ever he was confronted with potential trouble or danger all he had to say was, “Civis Romanis. I am a Roman citizen.”
So great and universal was the fear of retribution from Rome that any Roman citizen could walk anywhere in the known world cloaked in those words and immediately know that a given situation would be defused. He had the protection of the Roman Empire. Nobody messed with that. President Bartlett was saying on West Wing that that is the way it should be for American citizens today. We should be able to travel the globe and say, “Civis Americanis. I am an American citizen.”
We are the most powerful nation on the globe, and by God, that comes with benefits! I’m not saying we should travel in arrogance or cockiness and strut through downtown Baghdad expecting people to part like the Red Sea. All I ask is for the rest of the world to treat Americans with respect so we don’t have to kill you. (Oh, lighten up! I’m just kidding.)
Contrary to what some people on the left might intimate, Americans are not indiscriminate killers. We have to be provoked to strike. It’s like that famous World War II quote attributed to Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto after the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor: “I fear all we have done is awaken a sleeping giant and fill him with a terrible resolve.” Now whether or not he actually uttered those exact words, he surely knew what the Japanese had just done. They’d committed a military blunder. They had just opened up a big can of whup-ass. Retribution was coming, and he knew it.
As Americans, we won’t mess with you or bother you, but just know that when you kill innocent Americans, you’ve opened that can and we’re gonna come for you. Like the Romans did. For every one of our people you kill, we’re going to kill a thousand of yours. And if you think you have the Monopoly money to stay in the game, then keep on and know that every time you land on Boardwalk, we’re gonna collect.
 
I APPEARED ON BILL MAHER’S show Politically Incorrect on ABC exactly one month after the World Trade Center destruction. I was booked along with Julian Epstein, a former chief Democratic counsel for the House Judiciary Committee; an environmental writer named Bjorn Lomborg; and Elayne Boosler, a comedienne who had been active with the Democratic Party and the National Organization for Women. All through the show, those three guests were preaching this peaceful message of tolerance toward Muslims. Bill was having none of it and neither was I.
Maher quoted a New York Times Magazine article by journalist Andrew Sullivan saying that 9/11 was part of a religious war being waged by Osama bin Laden and extremist Muslims and that “the religious dimension of this conflict…represents a part of Islam that certainly cannot be denied or ignored.” Maher went on to quote a few intolerant verses from the Koran, including “kill them where you find them,” referring to all of us so-called “infidels.”
I was surprised at the reaction of the other three panelists. Boosler was quick to point out that such verses could be found in the Bible. Epstein emphasized that 9/11 should not ignite a war against Islam, and mentioned that some of the Christians who bombed Sarajevo during the Bosnian conflict were also driven by the same kind of extremism. The tree-hugging author mentioned the Crusades from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and suggested that we help modernize and educate Islamic people so they wouldn’t buy into bin Laden’s beliefs. All three felt that education would help stem this tidal wave of extremism and terrorism.
Horse dookey! (Writing about this without cussing is hard.)
I thought to myself, Is this what the average American is thinking today, October 11, 2001? Hell no! I saw a full-scale guilt-trip pity party going on. I couldn’t believe these people were wringing their hands and talking this way one month after 2,973 Americans were murdered by Islamic terrorists. They were trying to intellectualize the reasons why terrorists blew up our World Trade Center and they were completely missing the point.
“I think we’re all in a huge state of denial here. I really do,” I said to the panel. “I think everybody in America that’s trying to find some kind of negotiated way through this whole maze is just fooling themselves. They’re putting off the inevitable.
“This is going to come down to a scrap, and it’s going to be big and we’re going to have to settle this thing once and for all. We’re gonna have to end this thing. We’re going to have to fight it out till it’s over and until they don’t do this anymore. We’re going to have to go into Afghanistan and take care of this, and if Pakistan doesn’t like it, we thump their ass, too. That’s what we have to do. It’s inevitable.”
Bill Maher cracked a smile on camera. He doesn’t know too many backwoods boys like me.
The other guests were shocked at my gung-ho position. Epstein pointed out that “a revulsion against modernism” came about because poor Muslims were forced to live under cruel dictatorships and enormous poverty.
I tried to get back to the bottom line: These people hate us and they want to eradicate us.
“I for one,” I spoke up, “don’t care what it’s about. I don’t care if it’s about religion or politics or economics or what it is. I know that they want to kill us and we have to kill them to stop it from happening. I don’t care what the reason is. They want to kill us! That’s all they care about. If we don’t kill them, we might as well just give up and say, ‘Okay, come live over here with us.’”
Then we went to a commercial break. That was when the best stuff always happened on that show; unfortunately, the current HBO version doesn’t go to commercial spots.
After we went to a commercial break, Mr. Epstein, the brainiac lawyer, leaned across the table to me and said, “Man, you are really off the deep end and barbaric about this.”
I leaned across the table to him and said, “You’re damn right I am! And of all people, you should be, too. Your last name is Epstein, for God’s sake. Those anti-Semitic monsters hate you a lot worse than they do me! They might not give a shit about me, but they wouldn’t even waste time talking to you. They’ll just kill you. All they have to see is your last name and you’re a dead man. And you’re going to sit here and try to figure out why they’re doing all this stuff? Give me a break, man. Get on board the train, hoss. We’re pulling out, and we’re going to kill these expletive deleteds.”
Epstein just sat back in his chair. I really got in his face. The lesson was, don’t patronize me. That kind of attitude sucks, so don’t go there. And don’t insult me by thinking I’m not serious about what I say.
I guess at first he really thought I was just trying to be a redneck and say all these outlandish things simply for the television shock value. Then as he listened to me a little while longer, I think he realized I truly meant what I said. And it seemed to freak him out even more that I honestly felt that way. Maybe he just couldn’t believe it. Yet on the other hand, I don’t understand people in this country who don’t feel the same anger that I feel.
Looking back, I stand by those words I uttered one month after the invasion. I still believe the only way to fight Islamic terrorism is to crack skulls. After eight years, Al-Qaeda is not going to go away through kindness, education, and tolerance. We need to flush them out of their caves and kill them. Then stream that footage live over the Internet.
I think that message will be pretty clear…
Civis Americanis!

Chapter Three
I CAME HERE TO LIVE: GROWING UP IN SAREPTA
[image: image]
I GREW UP IN A TOWN WHERE TOUGH WAS A CIGARETTE AND A SOUPED-UP CAR ON A COUNTY ROAD.
—”I Came Here to Live”—”I Came Here to Live”
from Dangerous Man
I GREW UP IN SAREPTA, LOUISIANA. POPULATION 924. Three years ago, they finally replaced the flashing red and yellow light with a brand-new traffic signal at the intersection of Highway 371 and Highway 2. Sarepta is located about forty miles northeast of Shreveport and ten miles south of the Arkansas line. The next-closest town is Springhill, population 5,000, seven miles north up Highway 371 (as a matter of fact, I was born in the hospital there). Sarepta is a “dry” town, so to this day, you still have to drive to Springhill to buy any alcohol.
Geographically and culturally, Louisiana can be cut up into three different slices. The northwest corner of the state is a North Texas–type environment where the economy is based on oil, timber, and cattle. Northeast Louisiana is river bottom, a lot like Mississippi and southeastern Arkansas, with lots of farming and agriculture. Southern Louisiana is Cajun-influenced, with cities like New Orleans, New Iberia, Lafayette, Lake Charles, and Baton Rouge. (Other Louisiana natives may disagree, but don’t pay any attention to them.)
I grew up solid working-class stock. There were about five churches in our one little-bitty town. A Church of Christ, three Southern Baptist churches, and a Methodist church. My mama, Peggy, and all her sisters sang in the Baptist choir. My daddy, Aaron Adkins, retired in 2007 from International Paper Company after forty-something years working at the corrugating plant making cardboard. He mostly worked the swing shift. I don’t know how he survived switching back and forth between those graveyard, evening, and daytime hours.
“Never wake Daddy up,” my mama used to warn us kids. “Especially when he’s working graveyards.” You didn’t want to hear that bedroom door open at noon because if you did, that meant somebody was fixin’ to get their ass tanned.
I was born on January 13, 1962, the oldest of three brothers. My younger brother, Clay, joined me in 1965 and is still my best friend. Then the family mascot (the baby is almost always the family mascot), Scott, completed our family unit in 1972.
I had a Norman Rockwell–style Southern childhood in small-town America. My paternal grandparents lived about a mile and a half from my home, while the maternal pair lived about three miles away. We were always there for each other in our peaceful little God-fearing town. It felt secure to be a kid with both sets of grandparents and lots of kinfolk close by whenever I needed them.
My Aunt Ruth owned and operated a general store in town. She sold a little of everything. You could buy boots, bullets, and baloney. The place had gas pumps out front where I’d pull up on my minibike, fill the gas tank for a quarter, and then go ride all over creation for a whole week. Back then we didn’t ride around Sarepta wearing fancy helmets or knee pads or elbow pads. We rode commando, and those of us who lived have the scars to prove it.
I was a fairly well-behaved kid who didn’t get into a whole lot of trouble. I was a pretty decent student and brought home good grades. I was a frugal, responsible young boy and saved most of the money I made hauling hay and mowing yards. I also sold Grit newspapers in our little rural community, which meant that in order to have a paper route with over thirty subscribers, I had to ride my bicycle for about four hours to deliver them once a week. But I did it for the pocket money. Grit was a paper laid out a bit like the National Enquirer, with colored newsprint pictures, except they wrote about rural farm life, as opposed to salacious celebrity gossip.
After my first job hauling hay, I thought I’d try my hand at sacking groceries at the local Piggly Wiggly. I hated that job because I had to wear a tie, and because the checkout ladies constantly chewed me out if I didn’t sack the groceries fast enough and just right. This was before the days of “paper or plastic.” Back then you got a big ol’ thick paper sack whether you liked it or not. I was expected to stack the groceries inside so that the bag would stand straight up. God forbid you break an egg or smash the bread, and I got so tired of dealing with those checkout ladies. They were brutal, so I used to hide in the back behind the stacks of returned Coke bottles. Eventually I got fired for taking too many long breaks, and my dream of becoming assistant, midnight to 6 A.M., every-other-weekend, part-time manager was shattered at age fifteen.
When I wasn’t hauling hay, mowing yards, or going to school I was hunting and fishing—because that was really all there was to do. I spent a lot of time deer, duck, or squirrel hunting, and we generally ate what we killed. However, I don’t particularly enjoy eating squirrel. Never did, really. I find it stringier and tougher than chicken. I don’t like duck very much, either, but I have some friends who claim to have a great recipe that relies on wrapping said fowl in bacon. It seems like a lot of recipes for inedible foods depend entirely on a pork cocoon. Why not discard the shit filler and just enjoy some hog? Having said all that, however, I really enjoy deer meat (or venison if you’re a city slicker). Back then we didn’t have any wild turkeys, although I have seen a few out in the woods recently when I’ve gone back home to visit my parents. (Maybe they chose to relocate from Tennessee due to the terrible turkey overcrowding situation there.)
I grew up in a small home with a pasture full of cows out behind the house. Over the back fence of our property was the Bodcau Wildlife Management Area. So some of the best hunting and fishing in the whole state of Louisiana was within walking distance of our house.
I grew up with lots of guns around the house. I started with pellet and BB guns, until my daddy bought a twenty-gauge shotgun for me when I was twelve. Soon after, I bought myself a .22 rifle with money I made selling Grit newspapers. It was a little Winchester .22 automatic that I purchased from Aunt Ruth’s store. I still own that rifle, and occasionally I shoot it when I’m out on my farm south of Nashville.
I went to school right there in Sarepta, attending first through twelfth grade on the same campus. We had about 350 kids in the entire school, and when I graduated from Sarepta High School in 1980, we had thirty-two students in our graduating class. It’s grown some since then. I think there are about 450 students total in the whole school, which now includes a kindergarten. These days there is talk of consolidating with a couple of other schools from nearby towns where there aren’t as many people because the economy and growth in those areas has become a little stagnant. I hope the consolidation doesn’t happen, personally.
As a high school freshman I was skinny as a rail but pretty athletic for a six-foot-tall, 150-pound string bean kid. I played every sport we had although I liked some a lot more than I did others. I lived for football. Football was my life from the time I was in the seventh grade until the end of my freshman year of college at Louisiana Tech University. I think I enjoyed it so much because I absolutely loved to hit people. I also appreciated the fact that, to me, football encompassed it all: teamwork, camaraderie, brothers in arms, mano a mano, strategy, sacrifice, glory, heartache, and so on. Football is life, encapsulated.
For the Sarepta Hornets, I played outside linebacker and offensive right tackle. I had to play both sides of the ball with two different mind-sets, and I loved it. I was on the field for almost every minute of the game. They let me rest on kickoffs, which was a shame, because I enjoyed running wide open down the field and picking up a good head of steam before planting somebody into the turf.
We had twenty or so kids on the Sarepta High School varsity football team, but actually only about thirteen of us had any business being on the field. The other kids were freshmen and sophomores, and were there mostly to make it look like we had more of a team than we actually did. I was extremely proud of the fact that we were the smallest school in the state of Louisiana to field a football team yet went to the state playoffs during my sophomore and senior years.
During my senior year, my brother Clay joined the team as a freshman and played quarterback for us. Unlike me, Clay played only on offense since he was too small to play defense at the time. Our whole family was so proud of the fact that Clay made all-district that year as a freshman quarterback on the varsity. He was voted all-district every year of his high school career (both offense and defense most seasons) and went on to play ball at Louisiana Tech, too. Another Bulldog!
There was really something special about being on the gridiron with my younger brother. My favorite play on offense was what is commonly called a sprint-out. I would pull off the line from my tackle position and the guard would cover for me while I rolled out to the right with Clay, who would be sprinting behind me with the ball. My attitude was: “God has yet to create a pass rusher that can sack my quarterback when that quarterback is my little brother.” If Clay didn’t have a receiver open and it looked like I could create a lane to get him ten or fifteen yards down the field, I’d yell out to him, “Come on!” Then we’d take off together down the sideline for a first down.
I didn’t feel any small-town pressure under the Friday night lights. The town was stunned that we even made it to the playoffs. Still, I was heartbroken after we lost the opening round my senior year. Our opponents beat us by only a couple of touchdowns. We gave ’em hell.
The other team had forty kids on their roster, and it got a little demoralizing near the end of the first half after we had turned the ball over on offense. I remember having to switch over to play defense, and watching as the big defensive end I had just been blocking ran off the field. Then, he was replaced by a tight end who was exactly the same size, fresh and ready for battle.
I figure we could have hung in there against any team in the state for at least the first half, but we seldom won after the game became a war of attrition. That’s what happens when you play for a small rural school. You can’t walk off the field just because you’re exhausted and feeling sorry for yourself. You stay in the game and find out what you’re made of. All too often, in America today, we as parents become so concerned about pumping up our kids’ self-esteem, we forget to teach them the value of staying in a tough game and building self-respect, even when you’re outnumbered and outgunned as we were that night.
As much as I loved football, I disliked basketball. But they practically forced me to play on the high school team because I was the tallest kid in school. I was the center, and by the end of the first half, I’d almost always have four fouls. I think I might have finished two full games throughout my entire senior year. Sarepta went 0 and 21 in basketball that season. That’s right. We didn’t win a single game all year. We went from being one of the best football squads to the worst basketball team in the history of our school.
Sarepta High also had a track team, but no track. We tried to get in shape by running through town and around the pastures. I ran the 330 intermediate hurdles and 110 high hurdles, even though I wasn’t any good. We’d go off to a track meet and act like a bunch of yokels just because the other schools actually had a track with lines painted on it. Once again, we sucked, but that was okay. We’d made it to the football playoffs that year, and frankly, that was all that mattered.
 
I HAD MY FIRST CLOSE CALL with death in March 1979 during my junior year of high school. As I was getting ready to drive to school, there was a thick frost on the windshield of my 1955 Chevy truck. Since the defroster didn’t work (I don’t think it ever did), I melted a porthole-sized spot in the middle of the windshield with the palm of my hand. I started driving east just as the sun was coming up. As I was steering around a bend, suddenly the bright sunlight hit the windshield and caused a really bad glare. I never even saw the school bus that was stopped in front of me. I went right under the back of that school bus going about fifty miles per hour. I didn’t even touch the brakes.
If I hadn’t been riding in a sturdy ’55 Chevrolet truck, I wouldn’t be alive today. That old ’55 pickup was built like a Sherman tank, and it looked like the impact of the collision just scraped the body of the truck clear off the frame. I went far enough underneath the back of the bus that there were black marks on the bumper of the truck where I hit the back wheels. Thank God, none of the kids on the bus were injured. They even got to stay home from school that day! You’re welcome, kiddos.
I, however, was mangled up pretty bad. My knees were cut up and I broke a couple of ribs that punctured my right lung. The hood came through the windshield, cut up my eye, folded back the skin on my fingers, and severed my nose. My great uncle, Aunt Ruth’s husband, lived just down the road from where it happened. He and a friend actually heard the accident all the way from their house. They hurried down and saw that it was me. Since they thought there was not enough time to wait for an ambulance, Uncle Cecil and his buddy propped me up in the middle of the bench seat of his pickup truck and sped off north toward Springhill. I remember looking in the rearview mirror and seeing my face. It looked like a slab of bloody meat hanging down off my skull. My nose was dangling by a single piece of skin. I guess I was in shock and out of my head.
“Hey! Uncle Cecil! Look!” I said, pulling my nose up and down off my face.
“Stop doing that, son!” he said, with a nauseated look on his face.
We got to the Springhill Hospital emergency room and I don’t remember too much else. They had two doctors on duty in the emergency room that morning. Both were fine country doctors that I had known all my life, friends to myself and my family. That has to be a strange situation for a physician to find himself in.
When I finally came to, I was laid up in my hospital room. A state trooper came in and presented me with a ticket for failure to maintain control. Now…if I had tried to stop and couldn’t, that would have been a failure to maintain control. However, since I at no time…Oh, forget it. Thanks, gooberhead!
I’d been awake most of the day when the nurse told me I needed some rest. Mama was about to leave, but I asked her to stay.
“Don’t go, Mama. I’m not going to sleep.”
“Why?”
There was no doubt in my mind. I was shaken up pretty badly and I felt death looming over me, but I figured that as long as I stayed awake I could fight off the Grim Reaper. If I dozed off to sleep it would be like I was giving up, and I wasn’t going to do that. Eventually they gave me something to calm me down because I was too freaked out to close my eyes. It’s a scary thing to deal with when you’re seventeen and you wake up strapped to all these machines and tubes. My whole head was wrapped up in layers and layers of gauze and bandages. I looked like a mummy. The only thing visible on my face was one eye and an opening for my mouth. I had tubes stuck in and out of me, with blood running out of one tube coming out of my lung. After several weeks, I finally healed up, and for years after, whenever Dr. Sessions, one of the physicians on duty, would run into me on the street, he’d always say, “Come over here boy and let’s have a look at that nose.” And then he’d show anyone else who might be around, “See? No plastic surgery! I put that nose back on myself!” Today there’s only a tiny scar on the left side of my nose that’s barely noticeable. Atta boy, Doc!
That was the first time I had cheated death, and there would be plenty more close calls. In 2006, I cut a song called “I Came Here to Live,” which captured the spirit of my childhood in Sarepta.
“I came here to live,” the song says. “I didn’t come here to die.”
The morning I killed my precious truck, I had chosen life. Later on, making that choice to survive would get a whole lot tougher.

Chapter Four
UNIONS: GOOD, BAD, OR OUTMODED?
TODAY, ONLY 7 PERCENT OF AMERICAN WORKERS BELONG to a trade union. When unions were created back in the day, they were absolutely necessary. Workers were being abused and mistreated, there were no child labor laws, work environments were unsafe—the list goes on and on. It was terrible. Now we have OSHA, and lots of state and federal regulations, and the old kind of working atmosphere simply cannot exist. Nowadays workers in this country are protected against seedy work conditions. They may need union protections in other countries, but I just don’t see it so much in this country. I really don’t.
There could be an argument about whether or not wages are high enough. That’s fine. We can discuss that. But as far as ensuring that there are civilized working conditions, do we still need unions?
Take my hometown of Sarepta, Louisiana, in the northwest corner of the state. When I was growing up, most of the working men in Sarepta and Springhill were employed at a huge paper mill owned by International Paper Company. International Paper also had a corrugating plant there, but the paper mill was the really big operation. Both towns survived because of that mill. In 1979, as I was going into my senior year in high school, the union contract came up for renegotiation.
The union had gotten things to the point where there were so many shop rules, if one guy needed help moving something, the guy right next to him wasn’t allowed to pitch in. The waggle worker couldn’t assist the widget worker or the union would file a grievance. All the waggle worker could do was stand there and say, “I see you’re about to break your freaking back trying to lift that widget. And you could possibly fall and kill yourself, ’cause that’s too heavy for you. But I can’t help you, ’cause the union says I can’t. It’s not my gig.”
Naturally the company wanted some flexibility on the work rules, but the union wouldn’t budge. In fact, the union representatives went in with even more demands. So International Paper said, “Look, the guys running your union must not be reading the financial pages. We can’t make this paper mill pay on your terms, so everybody can go home. We’re selling the mill to a company in Germany. You’re all out of a job.”
That’s what the union did to its own members. The German company didn’t choose to operate the paper mill; its deal with International Paper was high finance, an asset swap to move their tax liabilities around. Only now, twenty five years later, is Sarepta beginning to recover. At one time you could buy a nice brick house in town just by taking up the note on it at the bank.
One of my uncles and a lot of other people we knew who worked in that paper mill lost their jobs. Luckily, my father worked in the corrugating plant, which International Paper kept operating with paper that they trucked in from another mill. My father narrowly avoided a family crisis and he knew it. That experience put a bad taste in my mouth for unions, and nothing since has made it taste any better.
Look at the car companies. Sure, the executives at Ford, GM, and Chrysler bear plenty of blame for not keeping up with the foreign car makers and not making more fuel-efficient models, but a huge part of the problem is the United Auto Workers having a stranglehold on their plants.
General Motors recently dropped behind Toyota for total car sales in the United States. Toyota knocks GM out of the top spot in GM’s own backyard. In my opinion, there’s one reason for that and it’s not the quality of the product that General Motors puts out. It’s just three letters: UAW.
That’s partly why Ford is in such bad financial shape and lost $12.7 billion in 2006. And it’s also why Chrysler is eliminating eleven thousand blue-collar jobs and two thousand white collar positions in 2007 and 2008 to try to stay competitive. GM has had its problems, too, and it’s partly because they’ve got guys working in those plants making damn good money standing on an assembly line. They stick this part in that car when it comes by and they’re making top dollar plus all these expensive health and pension benefits. It’s harder to justify that in today’s world market. No wonder these plants are moving across the border to Mexico.
Today Toyota, Honda, Nissan, Mercedes-Benz, and BMW are all making cars profitably in this country, and paying good wages, too, but they’re not locked into a dance of death with the UAW. American automakers are at a major disadvantage because for every car that rolls off a Michigan assembly line, far too much profit is being siphoned off to pay for expensive benefit packages and pension schemes for retired workers and executives. These are operating costs that the Japanese and German factories in the United States aren’t saddled with. Then, adding insult to injury, our government lets Japan charge a value-added tax to all the cars we export into their country! You’d think our politicians would use our large American retail market as a better bargaining chip. When are the free trade advocates in this country going to loosen up a little and admit that our foreign trading partners are cheating us under the table in this card game, and that we all need to play by the same set of rules?
While I don’t disagree that Japanese cars may be better, I’m still not going to drive one. I’ve always owned GM products and that’s all I intend to own. I guess I’m a hopeless romantic. I keep hoping that GM will turn around someday soon and that the ship will right itself.
 
I HAD A UNION HASSLE of my own when I first came to Nashville and got a record deal. The label called me up after the recording contract went through.
“Trace, you gotta go down and join the union.”
“I don’t want to join the union,” I told them.
“Well you have to. If you go on television or something, that’s how you’re going to get paid. The union is going to collect your money for you and your check is going to come to you through the union.”
“But I don’t want to be in the union,” I insisted, stubborn as a mule.
“Well you have to.”
We left it at that, but I was determined not to have anything to do with them. Finally I went down and had one initial meeting with the guy at the union hall. It was uneventful. I walked into his office and sat there for ten minutes and listened to his little spiel. I barely paid any attention to what the guy had to say. Then I said, “Have a good day,” and I walked out.
I haven’t been back, and I’ve never again spoken to anybody from their office. Then after I had been in the union for several months, my business manager got a phone call from the union office and they told him, “Look, we’ve been sending all
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