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Yeehaw!


Most kids my age choose to throw a big party with all their friends or head on down to the wild clubs in Ybor City for their 18th birthdays. I was a little different. I wasn’t so keen on going to Ybor to dance with hundreds of random “sketchy” men that occupy its many clubs and bars. No, I chose to drive on down to the Dallas Bull off U.S. Highway 301. On my 18th birthday, I dragged three of my friends into a room full jean clad, plaid shirted cowboys line dancing to the latest country hits. Why would I choose this country bar over the variety of clubs in Ybor? The answer is simple – the country bar plays the music I like, entertains the type of people I enjoy being around, and promotes a different, more interactive type of dancing. My choice mirrors that of thousands of people in the US who choose to partake in the “modern day cowboy” culture. 

America has always been notorious for “cowboy culture.” The West used to be untamed territory open for farming and cattle ranching. It attracted the rugged, self-sufficient men and women of early America. But, why did this old western culture resurface and morph into the modern country subculture of today who prefer the twang of country music, love to line dance, and favor cowboy boots and tight jeans? Perhaps it is because modern Americans have grown “weary of mean inner cities and air-headed suburban malls, [and so they] romance the idea of freedom in nature, and in wide open spaces” (Johnson, 15). Country culture offers modern Americans an escape. Some look down on the subculture, especially the music, believing it is “music for trailer-park poor white trash, degenerate hicks, and such” (Johnson 283). But, those who partake in the subculture believe that the music has far more value than rap, hip-hop, or funk. It is “music with common human dimensions, it delves into classic tears-in-my-beer situations, but it frequently has a neotraditional Puritanism to it as well. […] It’s nostalgic and sentimental, but it can explore hard-edged issues” (Johnson 283). I think Trace Adkins explains the music best in his song “Songs About Me,” that country songs are: “songs about me, and who I am, songs about livin’ and lovin’, and good-hearted women, family, and God.” Country music acts as a portal back to a time when morals and values were still intact, when things were simpler. The Dallas Bull is Tampa’s connection back to the “cowboy heroes” and their values – the hardworking, independent, southern gentlemen and women who know how to kick back and have a good time. 

The Dallas Bull was built in 1979, making it one of the nations oldest country bars that is still in business (ZYNE Agency). However, the Bull was not built as a bar, originally it was a restaurant and lounge intended for Brandon’s country folk. The original establishment was only a dirt floor with a tin roof with two rooms. The Bull got its name because it housed a live bull that brave customers could attempt to ride. This novelty proved to be very dangerous, so the owners chose to save themselves some lawsuits and replace the live bull with a mechanical one (Minton). New owners took over the bar in 1998 and dreamed of expansion. In 2006, this dream became a reality. The Dallas Bull built a 34,000 sq. foot building (twice the size of any club in Ybor) a mile and a half down the road from the Florida State Fair Grounds and the Ford Amphitheatre – this remains the Bull’s home today (Cridlin). During construction, the owners aimed to make the new space accommodating to their growing crowds, and oh, did they succeeded. The Bull has “99 toilets, VIP lounge areas, pool tables, a banquet room available to rent for private parties, 7 massive bars, a permanent stage, a western wear store, of course a mechanical bull,” (ZYNE Agency) and two levels with two different dance floors. The first floor is where the line dancing and traditional country music occurs. Upstairs, the bar appeals to a very different demographic, playing a mix of hip-hop and country music and housing a stripper pole (Velde and Cridlin). 

Like any bar, the Dallas Bull serves quite a bit of alcohol on an average night. The Bull stocks about $95,000 worth of alcohol at any given time, ranging from Bud Light, to Patron, to Grey Goose, to Jello Shots – served by the famous Dallas Bull “Shooter Girls.” (Velde and Cridlin). The general manager of the Bull, Marty McIntosh said that “like at any bar, there are problems with alcohol because alcohol can cause someone to act like a different type of person.” McIntosh went on to explain that the bull aims to prevent underage drinking, unruly behavior, and drinking and driving.  The security at the bull does a good job of keeping the bar under control. The security is run by Ted Marshall, a US Air Force veteran, and 15-18 other security men who patrol the dance floors, bars, and parking lot in search of any mischief. To prevent underage drinking, each person who enters the club gets their I.D. checked.  I know from personal experience that if you’re under 21, everyone is going to be well aware of that fact. Before being admitted, you get a sprawling black X on each hand, and if that doesn’t make it clear enough to the bartenders, the bouncers also give you a bright yellow wristband that says “Under-21” all over it. The security is also specially trained to look for fake I.D.s. The Bull takes all of these precautions because they want to keep their liquor license, but they do want to encourage 18 and up to come to the club because they hope that the teens will later become alcohol buying regulars (Velde and Cridlin). 
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The Bull offers a variety of attractions to its modern day cowboy customers. The line dancing is probably the most popular. But why line dancing, why not the grinding that takes place in an average American bar? Well, that’s the role of all country bars – “their whole purpose is to offer an alternative to the urban ambience of discos” (Johnson 298). Line dancing fulfills “a desire to get back to rural basics, an interest in casual colorfulness, a need to identify with cowboy heritage” (Johnson, 298).  However, from personal experience, I know it can be quite intimidating to jump onto a dance floor to try to learn a line dance that moves pretty quickly. To cope with this little problem, the Bull offers free dance lessons, Wednesday-Saturday nights at 7:30 before the crowd picks up. By the end of the two-hour lesson, the instructors promise that you will be a master at the most popular single and partner line dances (Minton) (Velde and Cridlin).  Aside from the dancing the bar also boasts a great mechanical bull for its braver customers. The bull is up on stage, so everyone dancing can see just how good, or bad your cowboy skills are. It costs $10 for the first ride, and $5 for every ride after that. Those rides, often taken by very drunken young men, offer some pretty good entertainment for the others in the bar. The last really great attraction that the bull offers is its live concerts. These concerts have given many big name country stars their start. For example Big & Rich, Kenny Chesney, and Jake Owen all performed at the Dallas Bull early in their careers (ZYNE Agency). These concerts generally cost $10 if you buy the tickets early and $15 if you buy a ticket at the door (it’s best to prepay though because these concerts often sell out). Having been to several concerts at the Bull myself, I know that the shows are incredibly entertaining. [image: image2.jpg]


The artists perform on a large stage while the viewers crowd the dance floors and upstairs viewing area. The stage is high enough that it ensures that even the people in the back of the bar have a good view of the performance. For about two hours, the bar explodes with the sound of its customers singing along with the artist performing. 

So, what is the average Dallas Bull visitor like? Well, according to Marty McIntosh, it depends on the night you go. Thursday night is Ladies Night (free drinks for women until 1 am), attracting a younger crowd, generally “two thirds of the crowd ranges in age from 18-25.” “Thursdays are when we get large groups of college kids.” McIntosh explains that on Fridays, the crowd is a 50-50 split between young and older men and women. The ages range from 18-65 on any given Friday night. Saturday nights draw a primarily older crowd. “On Fridays, only about a third of the crowd is 18-25, the other two thirds are mid 30’s, 40’s, 50’s, and 60’s.” McIntosh also explains that the general visitor is in the working class, “just your average, everyday citizen with not a ton of cash to spend, but they all know how to have a good time.” I can tell you first hand that you won’t see a single person in the bar that isn’t clad in typical cowboy attire – tight blue-jeans, cowboy boots, 10-gallon hats, and plaid shirts dominate the fashion in the bar. The very specific crowd gives the Dallas Bull a unique atmosphere. “You feel comfortable,” one Dallas bull regular stated. “The people are a lot more homey” (Velde).  McIntosh stated that even though the bar is big, “it is inviting and feels comfortable,” “anyone that comes in can find something to amuse themselves with,” and “as big as we are, I like to see us as the down-the-street, corner bar.”

Despite that the Dallas Bull provides a utopian escape from city life, the subculture is not perfect. On my many visits I have noticed that the crowd lacks racial diversity – almost everyone is white. When asked about this, Marty McIntosh explains, “yes, the crowd is primarily Caucasian,” but “I don’t think any race feels uncomfortable in the club. The country music just draws a certain demographic.”  Michael Johnson supports this statement in his book New Westers by explaining that Country music is “almost all […] written, performed, and listened to by white people, with whose Caucasian world it’s dominantly concerned” (288) “You can adduce historical reasons for that situation of course. Nonwhites have seldom been invited into country music. [….] Also, country music that’s insultingly racist is still produced and consumed” (288). So, the Dallas Bulls crowd is generally white, but is that really detrimental to society? Perhaps it would be if other ethnicities were not permitted to enter the Dallas Bull, but that’s not the case. McIntosh notes that the second floor is where the racial diversity is. He says it is not uncommon to see a lot of African Americans, Asians, or Latin Americans dancing to the hip hop music up there. The next problem with the Dallas Bull subculture is the drinking. Alcohol is provided at the bar for people to have a good time, but, as in any bar, people abuse it. Despite security’s many precautions, the abuse can lead to bar fights, parking lot brawls, and drinking and driving. Lastly, the Dallas Bull, as well as the country subculture, objectifies women by expecting them to be rugged, yet beautiful, flirty, and fun. A good example of this objectification is the Dallas Bull’s “Shooter Girls.” These women are “traveling bartenders” who walk around the bar selling Jello shots to the customers. These girls dress in a rather risqué version of cowboy clothing (tight, short, jean shorts and tied up, low cut, plaid shirts) and often flirt with the customers to get a sale (Velde and Cridlin). The second floor stripper pole is another obvious example of the subjugation of women – although none are forced, or really even asked to dance on it; most of the time, the women do it on their own accord. 

I often joke with my non-country loving friends that the only reason they don’t like the culture is because they just haven’t experienced it yet. For me, it’s hard to understand why everyone does not want to partake in a culture that brings me so much happiness by celebrating simplicity, love, and real life unlike than other cultures that idolize money, sex, and material possessions. I suppose it’s just because I, like most who partake in the country scene, are romantics, hoping to escape modern society’s chaos and corruption. Just as I chose to celebrate a milestone birthday with other “country folk” at the Bull, I will always turn the bar to show me a genuinely good time. 
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