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usic is a balm. Just about every day, I’m listening to something 
soothing while I work, while I drive or attempt the impossible task 
of doing nothing at all. You might be wondering what any of this 
has to do with homelessness. Well, you’re holding a music-themed 
issue and our cover story focuses on songs that are important to 

Curbside vendors as well as a mixture of local and international touring musicians. 
Our intention is to drive home a simple reminder: We all have things in common. It 
doesn’t matter if you’re on stage or on food stamps — music connects us all.
 
I feel inclined to include a song that’s made an impact on me. I suggest listening 
to “Something On Your Mind” by Karen Dalton. The song was recently remastered 
for its 50th anniversary thanks to the folks at Light In The Attic Records. It still slaps. 
Dalton was born in Enid, Okla. She was never famous in the classic sense of the 
word, but her bluesy, woozy vocals sounded as if they were carrying an unliftable 
weight. Bob Dylan described Karen as one of his favorite musicians — with a voice 
like Billie Holiday and the guitar chops of Jimmy Reed. Karen’s life was no fairy 
tale. She experienced homelessness and struggled with addiction. Karen was also 
famously shy, but the passion she put into her recordings survived obscurity. If you 
root for underdogs, you’ll find she’s both one of the most overlooked artists who 
called Oklahoma home and a totally unique talent. 

Finally, I want to welcome a new member to the Curbside crew. Miguel Rios is 
our first full-time staff writer. You might recognize his name from the pages of the 
Oklahoma Gazette or his healthcare-related work at Oklahoma Policy Institute. I’m 
excited for all y’all to read his stories in our magazine. He’s off to a great start. His 
first piece is on Page 28. This will undoubtedly be another step forward for our 
small but mighty street paper. This wouldn’t be happening without your support, 
OKC. Thank you for giving us a chance to grow and to find new ways to amplify 
voices in our community. — Nathan Poppe

FROM THE
EDITOR

Karen Dalton was 
an Oklahoma-born 
musician who never 
celebrated much 
success during her 
lifetime, but her 
songs continue to 
find new fans more 
than 50 years later.
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Marcus was born and raised in Oklahoma. 
His vibrant art draws influence from surrealism, 
symbolism, animation, illustration and everything in 
between. Each work depicts an exaggerated ex-
perience from the viewpoint of a focal character. 
He believes Curbside provides a much-needed, 
positive service for the community. His design for 
this cover represents a music lover’s journey across 
time, as the melody coming from his headphones 
carry him past the various forms of technology 
used to deliver music from both then and now.

Cover credits: Illustration by Marcus Eakers
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Concerts are coming back! Knock 
on wood. I’m Matthew Viriyapah, 
the host of KOSU’s music podcast, 
Songwriters & Tour Riders, where 
I interview Oklahoma and touring 
musicians about songwriting and 
the stories that went into the music. 
It has been an unbearably long time 
for live music. I missed hearing live 
music so much that I got into the 
Grateful Dead.

But as more people get vaccinated, 
the more shows and tours have been 
scheduled this year. And while there 
is so much that I love about live mu-
sic, I think there are a few things that 
we could all do to make the experi-
ence even better. So, as we dust off 
our dancing shoes and shriveled up 
social skills, we could probably all 
use a refresher on some concert tips 
and etiquette.
 
Know the type of show or concert 
you’re going to
 
Cause that’s going to dictate much 
of the socially acceptable behavior. 
Yes, a rock concert is going to be 
very different from a jazz club. Duh. 

But I distinctly remember going to 
a punk rock show. And somebody 
clearly did not know what the ear-
ly signs of a mosh pit looked like — 
“Hey! Suddenly there’s a lot of breath-
ing room around me.” Thankfully, she 
washed up on shore before the punk 
tsunami overtook her.
 
On the other end of the spectrum, if 
somebody has a guitar singing their 
heart out about being in jail or a coal 
miner’s daughter or in jail as a coal 
miner’s daughter, maybe it isn’t a 
good time to try and have a conver-
sation about whether to eat at Waf-

fle House or IHOP. Try and keep the 
chatter to a minimum while the music 
is playing. Either it’s going to be too 
quiet for you to do it unnoticed or so 
loud that you’re just reading lips.

You can talk about what to eat later 
outside or after the show. 
 
And if you have no idea what you’re 
going to get… if it’s something like 
nu-jazz electro funk, then look around 
and just do as the Romans do.
 
We can dance if we want to
 
I’d like to advocate for dance. No 
specific kind. Just not enough people 
dance. If you felt like nobody wanted 
you to dance, I’d love for you to bust 
a move. Whether big or small, just 
move. I’m a small dancer. I nod my 
head, sway 15 degrees left, sway 15 
degrees back. And in my book, that 
counts.
 
If there is one tip that I can give as a 
self-declared advocate of dance, it’s 
don’t dance with an open container. 
No laws against it, except Newton’s 
first law of motion. Spilled beer just 
makes for spilled tears.
 
Keep your hands to yourself
 
Please, keep your hands to yourself. 
Everyone should be well practiced 
at social distancing so this should be 
easy. Keep your hands to yourself. 
Keep your hands to yourself. KEEP 
YOUR HANDS TO YOURSELF.
 
Concerts are not a place where you 
get a free pass to sexually harass peo-
ple. 
 
Besides being an unwanted viola-
tion of personal space, it is a surefire 

way of getting yourself kicked out of 
a venue. You’ll look like a jerk. And 
worse, you’ll look like a jerk in front of 
a musician you like who might go and 
call you worse things than that.
 
Take care of yourself and others
 
It pays to practice some awareness 
especially when there are more peo-
ple in one place than you might have 
seen in the last year. Look behind 
you, especially if you’re tall. No one’s 
purposefully looking at the back of 
your shirt, unless they’re really inter-
ested in what tour dates Rush had in 
1985.
  
Charge your phone. Maybe your 
mom wants to know how the concert 
is.

Drink water. It’s easy to forget, but 
you have to do it, before you end up 
having to take your fluids through an 
IV. And stay safe. I’ve probably heard 
that more times in the last year than 
any other time in my life. The best 
concertgoers are the ones who watch 
the band and watch out for others.

Clap
 
Cheer! Woop! Whistle, snap, stomp 
or bark if you want.
 
There are few places where every-
one there has something in common. 
Where everybody is joined in mutual 
enjoyment of music. And when it’s all 
over, it should be momentous.
 
From venue owners, bartenders, 
roadies and musicians, no one work-
ing is taking this for granted. You 
shouldn’t either. It takes a lot of un-
seen work just to get those few band 
members on stage. So, celebrate it! 
Buy some merch. Tip the staff. Show 
your appreciation any way you can.

Finally, don’t forget to check the 
venue’s vaccination or negative 
COVID-19 test requirements. Nothing 
is worse than being stuck at the door 
without proof! CC

GOOD TO KNOW Practical advice from passionate people

How to be a better
concertgoer By Matthew Viriyapah

> Welcome to our column, GOOD TO KNOW. The idea is to explore topics — in a quick 
and easy way — that can be part of your everyday life. We hope it'll both entertain and 
educate a broad collection of readers who are mindful about everything from food 
and fun to politics and public transportation.
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Editor’s note: Matthew Viriyapah is KOSU’s 
production assistant. He hosts the music 
podcast Songwriters & Tour Riders and helps 
produce StoryCorps Oklahoma. He joined the 
station as an intern in 2019 after graduating 
from OU with degrees in Economics and 
Professional Writing and a minor in Japanese.
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EMERGENCY 
DON’T BE AFRAID TO DIAL 911! 
If you or someone else is hurt or in danger, call 911. 

NON-EMERGENCY
(405) 231-2121

CRIME STOPPERS
(405) 235-7300 CALL
(405) 415-5666  TEXT

SUICIDE PREVENTION
HOTLINE
1 (800) 273-8255

DOWNTOWN OKLAHOMA CITY PARTNERSHIP
(405) 235-3500
info@downtownokc.com
downtownokc.com

CITY OF OKC ACTION CENTER 
(405) 297-2535
action.center@okc.gov
To report non-emergency code violations

RESOURCE SUPPORT HOTLINE 
Dial 211  
211ok.org

OKCPD HOMELESS OUTREACH TEAM 
(405) 990-9720 Felix Valadez
(405) 205-2722 George Anderson

THE HOMELESS ALLIANCE
(405) 415-8410 Main Office
(405) 824-4396 Outreach
1724 NW 4th St.

DEPARTMENT OF MENTAL HEALTH AND 
SUBSTANCE ABUSE SERVICES
(405) 248-9200 Main Office
(405) 522-8100 Crisis Intervention Center

CRISIS REACH OUT HOTLINE 
1 (800) 522-9054
1200 NE 13th St.

MENTAL HEALTH ASSOCIATION STREET 
OUTREACH
(405) 252-0218
mhaok.org/okc-street-outreach

OKLAHOMA COUNTY CRISIS INTERVENTION 
CENTER
(405) 945-6215
2625 General Pershing Blvd.

OKLAHOMA ADULT CRISIS CENTER
AND RECOVERY UNIT 
(405) 248-9368
1200 NE 13th St.

HOPE COMMUNITY SERVICES
(405) 634-4400
6100 S Walker Ave. 

NORTHCARE 
(405) 858-2700
2617 General Pershing Blvd.

RED ROCK 
(405) 424-7711
4400 N Lincoln Blvd.

UPWARD TRANSITIONS 
(405) 232-5507
1134 W Main St.

SUNBEAM FAMILY SERVICES
(405) 528-7721
1100 NW 14th St.

REGIONAL FOOD BANK OF OKLAHOMA 
(405) 972-1111
rfbo.org/gethelp

PALOMAR: OKLAHOMA CITY'S FAMILY JUSTICE 
CENTER
(405) 552-1010
1140 N Hudson Ave.

SANCTUARY WOMEN’S DAY SHELTER 
(405) 526-2321
2133 SW 11th St.
Women and children only

CITY CARE NIGHT SHELTER
(405) 724-8439
532 N Villa Ave.
Families with children, women and men. Support
animals welcome. No ID or program requirements.

CITY RESCUE MISSION
(405) 232-2709
800 W California Ave.
Men, women and families

GRACE RESCUE MISSION
(405) 232-5756
2205 Exchange Ave.
Men only

JESUS HOUSE
(405) 232-7164
1335 W Sheridan Ave.
Men and women

PIVOT
(405) 235-7537
201 NE 50th St.
Ages 12-18 (Point at Pivot 19-24). Emergency
Shelter and Community Intervention Center open
24 hours

SALVATION ARMY SHELTERS
(405) 246-1100
1001 N Penn Ave.
Men, women and families

SISU YOUTH SERVICES
(405) 459-7478
3131 N Penn Ave.
Youth 15–22

WESTTOWN DAY SHELTER
(405) 415-8500
1729 NW 3rd St.
Men, women and families

YWCA
(405) 948-1770
ywca.org
For women and children fleeing domestic violence

EMERGENCY SHELTERS
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Story by 
Becky Carman

hat’s the worst that could happen? And where do you go from 
there? A new project led by faculty and students at the UCO 
School of Music answers these and other hard questions in 
song. “Quiet Kismet” is an album of original music written 
about six Oklahomans, and while it’s not about homeless-

ness, that experience is the subjects’ common thread. The name “Quiet Kis-
met” challenges the idea of accepting one’s fate, and as such, the record deals 
in universal human themes — regret, hope, happiness, trauma and resilience.
 
The challenge of crafting these songs within the framework of homeless-
ness was overcoming the perception of it as a person’s defining characteris-
tic, rather than what it is — something that could happen to anyone. “Quiet 
Kismet’s” concept is sound, literally and figuratively: Music can foster shared 
experiences, so why not use it to illuminate individuals whose stories often 
go untold?
 
UCO School of Music multimedia recording and production engineer Bry-
an Mitschell, who joined as UCO faculty in 2009, approached professor of 
cello Dr. Tess Remy-Schumacher with the idea. Mitschell’s volunteer work 
includes time at shelters, and Remy-Schumacher’s CV includes 13 records 
that use music as a tool for student-centered outreach. She applied for a grant 
from UCO’s Office of Research and Sponsored Programs in early 2021, which 
would ensure compensation for songwriting, album production and student 
assistants and musicians. 
 
After receipt, Mitschell interviewed, with help from the Homeless Alliance 
and Pivot, people who illustrate a spectrum of variables that lead to home-
lessness. He then wrote their stories as songs, recording them with UCO 
students who listened to the interviews in order to understand the depth of 
each story. Various UCO faculty who played instruments on the recordings, 
including Remy-Schumacher, donated their time. 

W
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Opening photo by 
Nathan Poppe

UCO School of Music’s “Quiet Kismet” is a collection of new songs 
based on the lives of people who’ve experienced homelessness in 
Oklahoma. The album’s creators and storytellers share how this 
unique project was brought to life and how it’ll be celebrated.

Don listens to an original song inspired by 
his life story. He was one of six participants 
who experienced homelessness and shared 
their struggles for a music project led by 
UCO School of Music.



“I was humbled to realize that many tak-
ing refuge in shelters are in the position 
they’re in as the result of circumstances 
outside of their control,” Mitschell said. 
“Or they had made some mistakes, but 
they were the type of small missteps any 
average person has made … and had the 
family support or resources to gracefully 
recover from. We were playing the same 
game the same way, but I had the privi-
lege of a more forgiving set of rules.” 
 
That lesson in empathy is a timeless one. 
Many of the subjects interviewed are 
currently experiencing homelessness or 
just on the other side of it, but Diane, the 
teenage narrator in “Full Speed Ahead” 
who flees to El Paso to get away from 
her mother’s abusive partner, is now 87 
years old, with decades between her life 
now and not having a place to stay. 
 
“It’s a turkey shoot, really, how we end 
up in situations we would never have 
dreamed. You fall into it, and then it’s 
hard to get out,” Diane said. “Sometimes 
you feel like you’re so beaten down that 
nothing is ever going to change.”
 
HER  SUNNY  DAY
 
No two stories are exactly the same. 
However, Blanca — an Oklahoma City 
woman also interviewed for “Quiet Kis-
met” — remembers feeling like change 
was impossible as well. “Somebody 
would say that the day was very pretty, 
and I would go outside, and I would see 
nothing pretty at all. Nothing. My life 
was gray,” she said.
 
Blanca and her four children are now 
on the other side of homelessness that 
occurred after an abusive relationship. 
Her family spent time living in her car 
and in shelters until a Homeless Alliance 
caseworker helped her secure housing 
last year. She recently got her GED and 
is studying to become a social worker.
 
The song Mitschell wrote about her is 
called “Sunlight,” sung from the per-
spective of an effusive bird experienc-
ing flight after being caged for years: 
“One sunny day, my problems weren’t 
so large / I could squeeze between the 
bars.”
 
After hearing it for the first time, Blanca 
said it felt, in fact, “like sunlight. A field 
full of sunflowers, me running free.” It 
lived up to her only expectation for the 
song — that it would be about hope.
 
BIGGER  THAN  ME

“It could have been about anything. It 
could have been about a lot of things,” 

said Don, about his track on “Quiet Kis-
met.” It’s called “Worst That Could Hap-
pen.”
 
Mitschell wrote about Don’s gobsmack-
ing streak of bad luck that brought him 
from a “normal” life with a home, family 
and steady job through a bout with pan-
creatic cancer, pandemic difficulties, 
unemployment, divorce and ultimate-
ly a stretch of homelessness while in a 
medical crisis.
 
A lifelong athlete, being waylaid by a 
cancer diagnosis hit him especially 
hard: “I played basketball … profession-
ally (overseas) for several years. I never 
had a health problem until I had one, 
and it was a doozy.”
 
After surgery, chemotherapy and assis-
tance from outreach organizations, Don 
has a new home and is in good health 
and spirits. He’s even in the planning 
stages of a new business with one of his 
sons. His song takes listeners through 
one blow after another but also under-
scores his ability to reach for the silver 
lining. “When the walls came down 
around me,” the song goes, “that’s the 
bluest sky I’d ever seen.”
 
“I had a car, whatever I owned outright, 
a few clothes. So even though I was in 
that situation, I could still see it could be 
worse. At least I didn’t have to walk, you 
know?” Don said. “There are still people 
out here with bigger problems than me.”
 
Don admits he had doubts about dis-
cussing his struggles for the project. “In 
a way, it’s an honor — they did a terrific
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ABOVE From left, Katelyn McKinney, Maddy Young, Bryan Mitschell, Jaylon Crump and Tess 
Remy-Schumacher. They’re responsible for the “Quiet Kismet” music project. Photo provided  

BELOW Jaylon Crump tracks lead vocals on “Worst That Could Happen.” This session took 
place at White Rose Recording Studio in Guthrie. Photo by Bryan Mitschell
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job, and I’m glad I did it — but in another 
way, I’m telling my most personal feel-
ings, which is not that easy for me.”
 
Like everyone who participated in the 
making of “Quiet Kismet,” Don wants 
the stories to serve a purpose larger than 
himself.
 
“It was for me to get it off my (chest) and 
at the same time, it’d be nice if some-
body else hears this and thinks, ‘Oh, I’m 
not done. It’s not over,’” Don said.

GIVING  BACK

There is no typical path to homelessness 
nor out of it. Blanca, Don, Diane and the 
other storytellers on the album came to 
it in different ways. Some are still work-
ing on finding stability, and for others, 
that season of life is behind them, but 
the experience is life-altering, no matter 
how temporary.
 
“I’m not in any way in a hard place now, 
but you don’t forget,” Diane said. “If you 
don’t have a little help from somebody, 
it’s difficult to impossible to change 
things. I think it’s fantastic not for me to 
be known, but for these situations to be 
known. There are a lot of people strug-
gling.”
 
Blanca’s hope for her own future is the 

same hope she holds for others who 
might hear her story.
 
“Anything I can do to give a little bit back 
of all I’ve received is a huge satisfaction,” 
she said. “Maybe there’s someone out 
there that feels a very heavy burden, and 
it’s like, ‘Hey, if I made it, that means 
you’re going to make it.’”
 
“Quiet Kismet” debuts live in concert at 
7:30 p.m. March 30 at the UCO Jazz Lab 
and 7 p.m. March 31 at ACM Live. CDs 
will be available, and wider release and 
streaming plans are in the works. It’s 
only fitting that the songs will meet the 
public face to face and that these stories 
will find listeners not quietly, but very 
much out loud.
 
“In my opinion, one of the keys to dis-
mantling homelessness is to establish 
a line of communication … to create a 
two-way emotional connection and 
greater understanding of each other,” 
Mitschell said. “We believe that turning 
up the volume on these untold stories 
and making them accessible and ap-
proachable … through popular music 
could help move the needle.” CC
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Blanca listens to an original song 
inspired by her life story. She recently 
earned her GED and has her sights set 
on pursuing a college degree. 
Photo by Nathan Poppe

Editor’s note: Becky Carman is a longtime 
music writer, among other things, based out 
of Tulsa. She loves food and her dog, who 
is named after food. On most days, you 
can find Becky indoors.

IN  CONCERT

“Quiet Kismet”
Release Shows

March 30
7:30 p.m.

UCO Jazz Lab
100 E 5th St. 

Edmond

------

March 31
7 p.m.

ACM Live
25 S Oklahoma Ave.

Downtown OKC

Admission is free 
for both concerts 

but donations
are encouraged.

"Anything  I  can 
do  to  give  a  little 

bit  back  of  all  I’ve 
received  is  a  huge 

satisfaction."
— Blanca 



DOUG

I CAME FROM a good family. I got good grades in school. My parents 
didn’t argue or fight. We weren’t poor. I started weekly piano lessons 
around age 8. Mrs. Pope was my piano teacher for about three years. I 
wanted to play rock and roll music. We had a little bit of a falling out. Oh 
man, I’ll never forget her. She used to whack your hand with a ruler if you 
missed a note. She was a great piano player and wanted me to play more 
classical tunes. I was hoping to play Black Sabbath, Led Zeppelin and stuff 
that really wasn’t made for the piano. So, I went and bought sheet music 
books because I knew how to read music. When I was supposed to be prac-
ticing her music lessons, I was learning Led Zeppelin. I liked playing piano 
because I could just be in my own world — nothing else going on mattered.
CC

MARK

WHEN I WAS about 10 
years old, my family drove to 
Colorado to visit my cous-
ins. It was summertime, and 
I remember the radio playing 
“The Star-Spangled Banner” 
by Jimi Hendrix. I heard it, 
and I couldn’t believe it. It was 
revolutionary. I hadn’t heard 
anything like it. My cousin 
Randy had a red electric gui-
tar, and he gave it to me. I 
wish I still had that! Hendrix 
was almost like a mentor to 
me. I’d listen to his records 
and play them. Music comes 
from the heart. That’s why I 
liked Hendrix so much. Music 
is straight up magic. I know it 
can really change the world.

JAMES

I TOOK MUSIC class-
es throughout elementary 
school, middle school and 
high school. I joined the 
school choir for a couple of 
years. I would’ve been about 
15 when I started that. I just 
like singing. I still sing along 
with music, but not like I used 
to. Back then, a lot of our 
performances were gospel 
songs. Every now and again, 
we’d go on choir meets with 
other schools and visit nursing 
homes. I even sang at a chil-
dren’s hospital. It was cool to 
get out into the community 
and give people a way to get 
their minds off of what was 
going on for a little bit.  

When
We
Were
Young
Did you take music lessons 
when you were a youngster? 
How about joining your school 
band or choir? Surely, you at 
least heard people practicing 
music in the hallways. These 
things are practically rites of 
passage for any creative kid 
who grew up in the U.S. We 
asked three Curbside vendors 
to reflect on the impact of 
singing and playing music 
in their youth.

Compiled by
Nathan Poppe

Illustrations by
Sydni Nasada

View our real estate listings and urban core guide at verbode.com or call for consultation.

@verbode 

@verbode

405.757.7001

verbode.com 

Let your soul gravitate  
to the love, y’all.

When it’s cold, we can be the warmth. 

Let’s help each other.

Here’s an easy way to help.  

Donate to the Homeless Alliance!  

Visit homelessalliance.org/donate.
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SOUNDS
GOOD 

TO me

hat is a song that’s important to you? That’s the question 
that sparked the 21 responses you’ll read throughout this 
story dedicated to music that’s cherished by performing art-
ists as well as Curbside vendors who are transitioning out of 
homelessness. Pretty wild how that one question could have 
more than 50 million different answers. From a genre-bending 

creative force — and honorary Okie — like Bartees Strange to a Beatles-lov-
ing Curbside vendor selling magazines at an intersection, I find it borderline 
magical that music can connect anyone. You just have to ask. Hopefully, these 
tracks resonate with you and serve as a reminder that we have a lot more in 
common with one another than we’ll ever know. Heads up, vendor names will 
be in green and musicians will be in pink.  — Nathan Poppe

W

Compiled BY

NATHAN poppe

CurBside veNdors + musiCiANs 

refleCT oN soNgs THeY love

One song that’s huge to me — and probably will always 
be — is “One Armed Scissor.” It’s amazing. They rocked 
so hard. The band performed on David Letterman, and 
I realized for the first time that these musicians looked 
like me. I had to be 13 or 14 at the time. It was cool to see 
people of color shredding and playing music their own 
way. It was a cool thing to see, and it was my introduction 
to the band. They were from El Paso, Texas. I was living 
in Oklahoma at the time. I was like, “Oh wow, they’re not 
even that far from me.” I’d call it an informative musical 
experience. I was like a lot of teenagers — looking to find 
my identity and trying to figure out what people like me 
are doing. In a way, I was looking for a hero and it showed 
up on TV. At that point, I was playing trumpet at school. I 
sucked. I pretty much flunked out of the band. So, when I 
saw Omar Rodríguez-López play that opening riff on TV, it 
woke me up. Maybe I could play guitar?  — Bartees

For several years, this track has been a 
mantra for me. I’ve always loved it. When 
I saw WHY? live at the Opolis in 2019, 
I almost cried hearing this song’s hook. 
You can go your whole life with people 
telling you to let go of the things you can’t 
control, but it takes a special band like 
WHY? to put it into a song that you can 
really feel in your heart. As a Christian 
who struggles with his faith as much 
as anyone in this age, to hear the lyric, 
“Whatever it is in control,” really puts in 
perspective the “give it up to God” man-
tra. The most healthy thing I’ve taught 
myself to do is submit to it and live by its 
terms because you have to play by the 
rules to be free sometimes.  — S. Reidy

BArTees sTrANge loves
oNe Armed sCissor 

BY AT THe drive-iN

s. reidY loves
oNe mississippi BY WHY?
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I like the lyrics about not carrying the 
world upon your shoulders. That one 
particular line is inspiring. Recently, life 
has been hard on me. I lost my brother 
in January, and I dedicate this song to 
him. We used to listen to music together 
growing up. He was a musician and was 
in bands off and on throughout his life. 
He suffered a lot of loss himself be-

tween medical and financial hardships. I 
must’ve been about 14 or 15 when I first 
heard “Hey Jude.” The song makes me 
think about both good and bad memo-
ries. It’s bittersweet. It also reminds me 
there’s a lot of hope to live for and space 
to grow. We can live and learn. I feel like 
Paul McCartney is saying to be strong 
and carry on.  — Lisa

lisA loves
HeY Jude BY THe BeATles

LEFT - Bartees Strange — born Bartees Cox Jr. 
in Britain — spent much of his early life on the 
move before settling down in Mustang, Okla. 
He’s joining Car Seat Headrest on the road 
and will return to Oklahoma for a concert 
at Tower Theatre on May 7. Photo by Bao Ngo

BELOW - S. Reidy is a Norman-based rapper 
whose 2022 release “An Album, With Songs” 
will be followed with a performance at 
Norman Music Festival in April. Photo by 
Kelley Queen

Be on the lookout for Lisa who sells magazines 
around N Penn Avenue and W Memorial Road.

illusTrATioNs BY

sTeveN silvA
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WHAT soNgs

do CurBside

veNdors love?

We Are The Champions 
by Queen
 
“We Are The Champions.” 
takes me back to being a 
teenager and playing base-
ball. My team was playing in 
a tournament, and we’d just 
won the semifinals. Our coach 
took us to a pizzeria and 
bought pizza for the whole 
team. We played the song on 
a jukebox even though we 
weren’t even champions yet. 
Everybody sang together. We 
were having a blast. The next 
week, we won the baseball 
tournament. — Jim

Stairway to Heaven
by Led Zeppelin

My favorite song in the whole 
world is “Stairway to Heaven.” 
I’m not proud of myself, but 
I first heard it while I was in a 
California prison. There was 
an outlet in my cell wall that I 
could plug headphones into. 
Hearing it made me sad, but 
I fell in love with it. Every time 
I hear it, I feel like I might cry. 
It reminds me of a time that 
I wanted to make a positive 
change in my life. I hope to 
make my own stairway to 
heaven some day. — David

Beast of Burden
by The Rolling Stones

The track says to me that no 
matter what you’re going 
through in life, it’s best to 
pick up your head and walk 
straight through it. That’s how 
you get to the other side. 
— Chuck

This is a medley of two songs from the musical “Hair.” I remember 
hearing it for the first time when my bandmate showed me a live 
recording on YouTube. Nina Simone is always great — her piano 
playing and her voice especially. This live version is so groovy. It’s 
sonically amazing, and I feel like the sentiment is great. She talks 
about what she doesn’t have in life before switching to things she 
does have. Nina sings “Ain’t got no god.” I think it has resonated 
with me in terms of thinking about god. I’m a secular humanist. I 
don’t have a god. Nina ends the song with, “Got life, I got my life.” I 
like that it has this uplifting tone even though it doesn’t start on that 
note. The way she’s able to take songs and make them personal is 
an inspiration to me. She’s one of my top five favorite artists. I listen 
to a lot of music through playlists. I use playlists to get into differ-
ent moods or for running. This track is on a list of songs to get me 
motivated. It’s one of the first songs I listen to when I start my day. 
It gets me moving and with a smile. — Jose

The older I get, the more I realize how my taste in 
music aligns with calming my anxiety. Tracks like 
“Venus” work almost like a breathing exercise. This 
is one of the first songs that gave me that relief, 
and that sense of relief has evolved a lot over my 
life. A friend of mine introduced “Venus”  to me at a 
summer camp. The long drive back home after an 
intense week of working at the camp was soothing. 
The nature of “Venus” evolved further when my now 
fiancée and I saw Air perform in Chicago. When I 
heard them play “Venus,” all of my feelings on that 
song and memories all orientated around her at that 
moment. The song had always been there for me as 
an individual. Now, its comforts are shared with my 
soon-to-be wife. — Tommy

Jose goNzAlez loves
AiN’T goT No, i goT life 

BY NiNA simoNe 

TommY mCkeNzie loves
veNus BY Air
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When I was experiencing homelessness, 
I walked around at night to find a safe 
place to sleep. I’d focus on the lyrics, 
“Where I lay my head is home.” Any time 
I worried about where I’d go, I would 
start thinking about the song before I 
went to sleep. I want people to know that 
I like a lot of types of music outside of 

heavy metal. I listen to country music, 
rap and Christian songs, too. I listen 
to music while I work, and I’m always 
looking out for new songs. “Wherever 
I May Roam” is just one song that has 
helped me through my life. I still listen 
to it today and enjoy it. I feel music in my 
mind, body and soul. I’m a music guy. 
— Jason

JAsoN loves
WHerever i mAY roAm 

BY meTAlliCA

RIGHT - Bassist Tommy McKenzie performing 
live with the Flaming Lips. Photo by Blake 
Studdard

BELOW - Jose Gonzalez is a Swedish singer-
songwriter. He’s touring in support of his third 
studio album “Local Valley” and will perform 
at OKC’s Tower Theatre on March 25. Photo by
Hannele Fernström

Growing up, my parents made sure we got a nutritious variety of music during rides in the car. 
One song that always makes me reminisce is the synthesizer-laden futuristic tune “I.G.Y.” by 
Donald Fagen. It’s on his first solo album, “The Nightfly.” It sounds totally revolutionary yet 
strangely familiar at the same time. The title stands for “International Geophysical Year,” a peri-
od between 1957-1958 where many of the world’s scientists came together and hoped to create 
great things. It’s such an optimistic song describing trains under the ocean, solar-powered 
towns and everyone receiving a spandex jacket. It’s sort of poking fun at the wide-eyed hopeful-
ness, but I think it’s beautiful. Those ideas seem more possible now than ever! The song brings 
me perspective when I get caught up in the doom and gloom of life. — Amie Reardon

“Blood” by ANIMA is best listened to with headphones — like most songs — as the melodies 
swirl around your head, much like thoughts and lyrics do in the creative process. It’s an ex-
tremely vulnerable experience being an artist and putting everything out there — hoping that 
what you are saying gets across — but also choosing to not let that hinder your creative flow. It 
takes dedication and showing up even when you feel like you have nothing to give. I think this 
song captures that perfectly. — Danielle Szabo

I remember hearing “Baba O’Riley” by The Who at age 10 and feeling an overwhelming 
sense of awe. Later on, The Who introduced me to the idea that music has the potential to be 
expressed through many different realms — like the rock opera “Tommy” — and that songs can 
live within a world the artist has created. This idea played a huge role in my art and music to 
this day. When I listen to “Baba O’Riley” today, it takes me back to sunny Sunday car rides to 
the comic book store with my dad. — Lindsey Cox

On “Crane Your Neck” by Lady Lamb, Aly Spaltro’s voice sounds like your high school crush 
— the girl on the softball team who offered you a cigarette once and you shared it with her so 
she’d think you were cool. “Crane Your Neck” is cathartic every time I listen to it. It’s gotten me 
through college, a move from Fayetteville to OKC, some deaths and even some breakups. This 
song resonates with me more as I get older. It’s so easy to miss simple, tender times in my life 
— especially in the realities of navigating three jobs in a pandemic. But what her music reminds 
me of is that the tender moments that I hold with me in my memories can be what keep me 
driving forward. — Cheyenne Rain

sTepmom loves...

Be on the lookout for Jason who is 
currently working at Curbside Flowers.

Stepmom is a four-piece indie rock act based 
in Oklahoma City. You can catch the band 
performing for free April 30 at Norman Music 
Festival. From left, Stepmom is Amie, Danielle, 
Lindsey and Cheyenne. Photo by Madelyn 
Amacher
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kAiTliN BuTTs loves
TomorroW Will Be kiNder 

BY seCreT sisTers
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We get emotional listening to this song. 
We’re dealing with homelessness and 
relate to a lot of the lyrics. The band 
did an awesome job touching on family, 
struggles and love. Everybody is going 
through something whether it’s family or 
relationships. We’re fighting for housing 
and to keep our family together. We’ve 
chosen to stick together and work to 

solve this together. We’ve gotta hold on 
no matter what. This song helped us 
realize there’s still time to restore our 
love. We’ll play this song for each other 
on a phone if either of us gets upset. It 
reminds us of the value of partnership. 
— Boris and Cheyenne

Boris + CHeYeNNe love
uNsTeAdY BY X AmBAssAdors

Singer-songwriter 
Kaitlin Butts, left, 
and Flatland 
Cavalry frontman 
Cleto Cordero 
pose with a 
longhorn at their 
wedding. The 
musical couple 
got married in 
2020. Both artists 
are constantly 
touring and often 
share the stage 
together. Photo 
by Cameron Gott

I travel alone most of the time, and it can get really 
mundane and lonesome. I’ll feel like I’m fighting the 
fight all by myself. Sometimes, I’ll lay in bed at the 
end of a long, busy day and wonder how I made it 
through. Some days are much tougher than others, 
and the idea that I might have to go to sleep, wake 
up and do it all over again is overwhelming and 
tiresome. If there’s ever a night that I feel like this, 
I turn on this song and purge a few tears in hopes 
that tomorrow, in fact, will be kinder. The melody 
and feel of this song reminds me of when my mom 
used to sing to me as a young girl. Its simplicity 
comforts me and helps me drift off to sleep — 
feeling safe and at peace once again. — Kaitlin

CleTo Cordero loves
CArBoN riBs 

BY JoHN mArk mCmillAN 

I struggle to keep a dry eye each time that I listen to 
“Carbon Ribs” by John Mark McMillan. In his “Live 
at The Knight” live album performance, John Mark 
sets up the song with the biblical story of Mephi-
bosheth — the crippled grandson of former King 
Saul — who is invited by King David to eat at his ta-
ble for the remainder of his days for no reason other 
than wanting to show kindness to him. The song 
brings to mind the brokenness or incompleteness 
that I feel from time to time that I can’t quite put my 
thumb on and how love, grace and forgiveness fill in 
the cracks and redeem me. — Cleto 

Be on the lookout for Boris and Cheyenne 
who sell magazines around the Farmers 
Public Market near downtown OKC.
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DINNER, DRINKS, & A DANCE FLOOR THAT CAN’T BE BEAT!
OPEN 7 DAYS A WEEK IN HISTORIC UPTOWN 23RD

FULL CALENDAR & EVENTS AT 

PONYBOYOKC.COM 

OPENING APRIL 2022

STAY IN THE KNOW - SIGN UP FOR UPCOMING SHOWS & EVENTS :

BEERCITYMUSICHALL.COM
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ABOVE - The band Husbands is Wil Norton, left, and Danny Davis. The 
duo shares much of the songwriting duties on their third full-length 
album, “Full-On Monet,” which was written during the onset of the 
pandemic. The band is scheduled to celebrate the record’s release 
with a concert March 19 at Tower Theatre. Photo by Chris Moranchel

LEFT - Mothica — fronted by Oklahoma native McKenzie Ellis — has 
found viral success via TikTok. She also makes stunning music videos 
and deeply personal songs. McKenzie has relocated to Los Angeles 
but will return to Oklahoma in April for a performance at Norman 
Music Festival. Photo by Skylar

BOTTOM LEFT - Guitarist Coy Bowles, far right, plays live with the Zac 
Brown Band. The Grammy Award-winning country act will perform in 
Oklahoma City on May 20 at the Paycom Center. Photo provided

BOTTOM RIGHT - Be on the lookout for Gary who sells magazines 
around N Santa Fe Avenue and NW 23rd Street. Photo by Nathan Poppe

moTHiCA loves
everYBodY BuT me 

BY lYkke li

Hearing Lykke Li was the first time I felt like maybe I could sing 
or pursue music. She’s not a traditional pop singer. Her voice has 
a rasp and an unique tone. “Everybody But Me” has these person-
al lyrics about being at a party where almost everyone’s having 
fun, but one person feels left out. It’s the first time I remember the 
idea of depression being captured in a song. I’d say her writing 
really led me to start trying to write my own songs in high school. 
I felt like I could think about music differently. It didn’t have to be 
this huge production. It got me excited to try to experiment, write 
and produce my own stuff back then. I was feeling out of place. 
I was going to Harding Fine Arts Academy. It was a weird time. 
I was drinking and partying at such a young age. I just wanted 
to be an adult. I was put on antidepressants. At 15, I attempted 
suicide. I lost a lot of friends after that. I spent months keeping 
to myself and learning to play guitar. Music became an emotional 
outlet. My intention wasn’t so much to perform. The songs were 
like a diary. I just saw myself in “Everybody But Me,” and its relat-
ability. That’s honestly how I start to write my music today, 
so other people can see themselves in it, too. — Mothica

HusBANds loves...

“Wakin On A Pretty Day” by Kurt Vile is one of two reasons 
I think it would be sweet to name my first child Kurt. The gentle 
vocals, warm acoustic strumming and the phased out five-minute-
long guitar solos vibe so hard and effectively that you can turn 
it on whenever you’re feeling overwhelmed and basically experi-
ence it as a guided meditation to calm your nerves and reflect on 
any one of the many profound and simple truths it has to offer: 
Don’t lose sight of what makes you happy, know and be true to 
yourself, appreciate the beauty of your surroundings, don’t allow 
external distractions to misdirect your own sense of well-being. 
None of these ideas are new or groundbreaking by any means, 
but sometimes successful communication is all in the delivery. 
Kurt tends to ramble and it’s not always clear what he’s saying 
— to himself even — but his voice is so sweet and sincere you can 
know without a doubt he’s feeling and sharing something pure. 
It’s hard not to feel it, too. — Danny Davis

I could’ve picked four or five tracks from this classic, but the title 
track of “Graceland” by Paul Simon is the one that — when I’m 
in a certain mindset — can wreck me in the best way possible. 
Genre-wise, it’s a spiritual, but mediated through a band from 
Soweto, South Africa. So, it’s got this unbelievable yearning just 
from a sonic perspective. When you add Paul Simon’s lyrics 
about striving to make it to Graceland — is it heaven or is it the 
birthplace of Elvis? — it’s this amazing contrast which makes me, 
a guy who has struggled with faith and transcendence for forever, 
feel these incredible emotions. It’s such a masterful contrast of 
the high and the low, the sacred and the profane. — Wil Norton

CoY BoWles loves
THe House THAT BuilT me 

BY mirANdA lAmBerT

As a small-town boy — born and raised — I often 
reminisce about my younger years when life was 
simpler in Thomaston, Georgia. My life has changed 
so much thanks to traveling with Zac Brown Band 
for 15 years. I’ve seen all 50 states and visited other 
countries. Those things don’t normally happen to a 
small-town boy. When things get quiet, I often think 
of what it would be like to visit the small, two-bed-
room house that I grew up in. My aunt painted a 
Snoopy mural on my wall. I wonder if it’s still there. 
“The House That Built Me” has a special power in 
it that music can possess: The power to transport 
you back to a time and place where you can see, 
feel, hear and smell the way things were back then. 
When I go home to visit, which is fairly often, I drive 
by my old house and remind myself how far my 
parents and I have come from a lot of hard work and 
love. I’m grateful to have the life I do. Every time I 
drive by, I think, “This is the time that I’m going to 
stop and knock on the door.” I never do, but “The 
House That Built Me” connects all the dots for me 
in that journey. — Coy

gArY loves
sWiNg loW, sWeeT CHArioT

(TrAdiTioNAl)

About every time I left church, someone told me that 
I was a good singer. I was even part of a quartet, and 
we got on TV one day. These were my close friends. 
We got connected thanks to my music teacher. We’d 
also sing before square dances in Enid. I always 
loved singing gospel songs. “Swing Low, Sweet 
Chariot” is one I can still sing today. I’ve known that 
song for more than 50 years. That was my singing 
group’s best song. Sometimes, I’ll sing it while I 
sell Curbside. — Gary
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Merle Haggard — although not born in Oklahoma — penned an Okie anthem that was a serious 
hit across the U.S. The track arrived during a divisive time as the Vietnam War continued to 
spark debate left and right. On its surface, “Okie from Muskogee” could be read as a conservative 
anthem. but over the years, the song’s meaning has been observed in a different light. Merle 
even considered himself a hippie later in his career. This excerpt from a new biography aims to 
document the origin of “Okie from Muskogee” and how the song sat with listeners throughout 
the years — from bob dylan to the hag himself. BY MARC ELIOT

book excerpt

“THE HAG” is available 
now on hardcover, 
Ebook and as an 
audio book.

Published by 
Hachette Books
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n 1969, Merle continued on as 
the biggest- selling country star 
in America, playing to stand-
ing-room-only crowds wherev-
er he appeared. He was sitting 
pretty on his throne, until the 
floor beneath it gave under the 
weight of the same self-destruc-
tive streak that continued to 
shadow Merle like a recurring 

nightmare. In the spring of ’69, Merle’s tour bus was driv-
ing through Oklahoma. On Interstate 40, he saw a sign 
that said “19 Miles to Muskogee.”

The band was, by now, feeling no pain, as almost everyone on 
the bus except Merle was into smoking pot, and as a joke some-
one said, “I bet they don’t smoke marijuana in Muskogee.” Every-
one broke out laughing, including Merle. As he remembered, “We 
started making up some more lines, and in about twenty minutes 
we had a song.”

According to Frank Mull, “Merle asked Eddie Burris if he had 
anything to add, and Burris gave him that line about beads and 
Roman sandals, which Merle thought was the best one in the 
song. He loved the detail, the description. He loved that kind of 
songwriting. Because of it, [Merle] gave him half of his publishing 
of it. He probably made a half-million dollars for those couple of 
words. Merle was extremely generous that way, but not much of 
a businessman.”

After it was finished, Merle went straight to Bonnie’s place on 
the bus, sat on her bed next to her, and worked out the harmo-
ny parts. By the time he went to sleep, it was finished. For her 
help, Merle gave her half of his portion of the publishing. The 
next night, he tried the song out at the noncommissioned officers’ 
club concert at Seymour Johnson Air Force Base in Goldsboro, 
North Carolina. Merle recalled, “At the end of the song, some ser-

geant came walking up to the stage and just completely stopped 
the show and asked if I’d sing it again. I said okay. So we did 
it again. And again.” Merle was surprised by the immediate and 
intense reaction the song received, even if, he insisted, he didn’t 
fully realize all the implications of its lyrics.

On the last night of the tour, Merle and the Strangers were 
scheduled to play the Civic Center in Muskogee, and there they 
put on a tumultuous concert; once again, the audience cheered 
and stomped the loudest for “Okie.” Fuzzy recorded the show 
live on an 8-track machine, as he did every show, on equipment 
he lugged with him all the way from Bakersfield. “Fuzzy was a 
poor man’s genius with electronics,” said Frank Mull. “I kidded 
him about it, but he was real good. He always had on the bus 
his high-end recording equipment, to make quality recordings 
at anytime and anywhere. He turned the bus into a traveling re-
cording studio.” Fuzzy later got in trouble when Capitol wanted 
to release it as an album, because he didn’t have a union engineer 
on-site while he was recording Merle’s shows. Nelson had to pay 
his studio engineer, Hugh Davies, even though he wasn’t on the 
tour and had nothing to do with the making of the album. It was 
released in September 1969 and immediately went to No. 1 and 
went platinum (it sold over one million copies).

It was the raucous live receptions “Okie” received whenever 
he sang it that convinced Merle the song was something special. 
“Okie” was not just another patriotic reverie that reinforced the 
notion of “living right and being free”; it eviscerated those who 
wore sandals and beads, had long hair and no respect for the 
college dean, lyrics that perfectly summed up the so-called silent 
majority’s attitude toward all the student demonstrations. Merle 
felt they did a lot of shouting and screaming, but had no answers 
to what they were protesting about.

Oddly, “Okie” was the song that finally made the mainstream 
sit up and take notice of Merle Haggard and it is the one he likely 
will be most remembered for. It became his show closer, com-
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It started 

out with 

a joke.
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plete with a giant flag that dropped behind the Strangers as it was 
being performed. 

In the tumultuous aftermath of the song’s arrival, Merle was 
caught off guard by the controversy “Okie” generated. The re-
sponse was both positive and negative. Merle often referred to 
it as a joke, insisting it was not very important. As he told one 
journalist, “There are about seventeen hundred ways to take that 
song.”

Other times, Merle’s explanation of its meaning was that it was 
his personal tribute to his dad. Merle explained, “Muskogee was 
always referred to in my childhood as back home. I saw that sign 

and my whole childhood flashed 
before my eyes. I thought, ‘I won-
der what Dad would think about 
the youthful uprising occurring at 
the time, the Janis Joplins, etc … I 
understood ’em, I got along with it, 
but … I thought, what is goin’ on, 
on these campuses?” It was some-
thing more than a joke when he 
saw the sign that inspired the song. 
Jim Haggard had had to endure the 
endless Okie slurs when he’d first 
moved to Oildale, and he met them 

all with a silent pride, determined to prove himself to the com-
munity, and through hard work show off the pride of his people. 
That’s why the operative word in the first line of the chorus of 
“Okie” is “proud”: “I’m proud to be an Okie from Muskogee.”

For years, every time he played “Okie” live, he introduced it by 
saying, “Here’s a song I wrote about my dad.”

However, there was not much pride on display when Merle 
said this, in response to some of the song’s lyrical references: 
“I don’t like [the hippies’] views on life, their filth, their visible 
self-disrespect….They don’t give a shit what they look like or what 
they smell like.” “Okie” put Merle on the line of scrimmage for the 
defense, where he continually declared how proud he was of what 
he had written and sung, and that he was willing to pay whatev-
er price for his American right to speak his mind. According to 
Frank Mull, that pride never wavered the rest of Merle’s life: “In 
1973, it was still a hot topic for discussion and dispute, and Merle 

said, ‘Who [did] I offend [with “Okie from Muskogee”] … I have 
nothing against long hair as long as there’s nothing growing in 
it. It’s like the words of the song. We don’t let our hair grow long 
and shaggy. That’s the thing. Shaggy means dirty. Right? Ain’t 
that what it means?’”

The single of “Okie from Muskogee,” taken from Fuzzy’s live 
recording, was finally released September 29, not because Nelson 
was afraid of the controversy around it — the album had proved 
that controversy and Merle made for great sales — but because 
Merle had put out a lot of music that year and Nelson didn’t want 
to oversaturate the market. Nonetheless, “Okie” made it to No. 
1 on Billboard’s country chart and No. 41 on the Top 200, his 
eighth chart-topper in three years, and the first to sell more than 
five hundred thousand copies. It earned Merle his first gold re-
cord.1 People didn’t necessarily buy it because they agreed with 
its message; the controversy it created made some people want to 
hear it for themselves, play it as a joke at parties, or simply smash 
it to pieces.

The song’s controversy helped amplify the divide between the 
silent majority and the counterculture, but its impact was so 
huge, it was difficult for anyone on either side to ignore it. Leftist 
topical folk singer Phil Ochs’s best friend at the time was Andy 
Wickham, and he likely introduced Ochs to Merle’s music. When 
“Okie from Muskogee” was released, it was one of the few songs 
Phil Ochs added to his playlist that he hadn’t written. He intro-
duced it in his shows by suggesting to his mostly middle-class, 
college-age, long-haired audiences that Merle needed to be paid 
attention to because of the quality of the songwriting. His point 
was, it’s not necessarily the message, but the way the message 
was written. It was always met with laughter and applause when-
ever he sang it, not in support of the message but mocking it. At 
the same time, So-Cal’s ultimate fun-and-surfing band, the Beach 
Boys, recorded it and added the song to their live concerts. So did 
the Grateful Dead. Even the always congenial John Denver put it 
in his live shows, with a few lyrics changed to make it sound like 
more of a joke. The Oh-gosh, oh-gee Denver was not especially 
known for his sense of humor and the joke didn’t go over with his 
hippie audiences.

Rock radio’s new free- form FM stations started playing “Okie,” 
even if it was just to make fun of it. As unintended as it was, “Okie” 

was the song that finally put Merle on the mainstream map and, 
as journalist Daniel Cooper observed, “catapulted Merle Haggard 
from standard country music star to full-fledged media sensa-
tion,” even if there was a bull’s-eye around his handsome face in 
dormitories all across America.

Perhaps most meaningful to Merle, the controversy of “Okie” 
drew large crowds to his concerts, if not always there to cheer 
him on. As Kelli Haggard remembered, she was eight years old 
when the song came out, and one time when she and Noel were 
on the bus at a concert, the following incident happened: “The 
Vietnam War was still going on, and it was a real scary time, but 
Daddy didn’t want us to know about any of the protesting going 
on in the country. He didn’t want to scare us. But there were a lot 
of protesters and hippies who hated ‘Okie from Muskogee’ and 
let their feelings known. This one night, after Dad did a show, it 
was somewhere probably near San Francisco, we were all in the 
bus when a bunch of screaming hippies gathered outside and be-
gan rocking it back and forth, trying to push the bus over. Daddy 
stayed calm and said, ‘Kelli and Noel, get into a bottom bunk.’ We 
did and held on to each other. We were very afraid, not knowing 
what was going on.” Fortunately, the bus did not go over, and the 
crowd eventually dispersed.

Rag or gag, in the 2010 American Masters PBS documentary 
about Merle, he pinpointed “Okie” as the beginning of his being 
a target of the counterculture, whose anti-Vietnam songs were 
anthemic and revered along the frat rows across the country. 
Merle said, “That’s how I got into it with the hippies. ... I thought 
they were unqualified to judge America, and I thought they were 
lookin’ down their noses at something that I cherished very much, 
and it pissed me off. And I thought, You sons of bitches, you’ve 
never been restricted away from this great, wonderful country, 
and yet here you are in the streets bitchin’ about things, protest-
ing about a war that they didn’t know any more about than I did. 
They weren’t over there fightin’ that war any more than I was.”

While the song was celebrated by the populist/conservative 
Right and just as vigorously ridiculed by the liberal/radical Left, 
of all people, Bob Dylan came to the defense of “Okie” (and of 
Merle), insisting it was a satire on politics, not a statement of 
principle: “Nobody would take the song at face value if Randy 
Newman had recorded it.”

Besides Dylan, it gained Merle one other notable fan. Richard 
Nixon, president of the United States at the time, raved about 
“Okie” and wanted to invite Merle to the White House to per-
form it. Merle turned down several invitations, smartly deciding 
it might stoke the fires of controversy that were already burning 
and actually boil over to the point where it could hurt his career. 
A year later, George Wallace picked up on the song’s flag-waving 
and “White Lightning” references and made overtures to Merle 
about getting his support for the upcoming 1970 Alabama guber-
natorial campaign. Merle, whose bullshit detector was among the 
highest calibrated of any performer’s, considered Wallace to be 
a would-be demagogue and rejected the invitation out of hand.

Nearing the end of his life, however, Merle mellowed his views. 
In one of his last interviews, he said, typically, “It’s just a song. 
It doesn’t necessarily say anything about me. A man could kill 
himself trying to live up to his material. I believe in America and I 
believe in the right to disagree. We probably do ‘Muskogee’ with a 
different attitude and different message than when we first wrote 
it. I was dumb as a rock. I didn’t know much about what I was 
talking about. But I knew more than the hippies knew. We’ve 
come to terms with each other. I’ve got a lot of hippies in my audi-
ence. And I’m pretty much a hippie myself. A short-haired hippie. 
And [starting in 1981] a well-known pot smoker.”

At the time it was released and the controversy over it first erupt-
ed, whether the message of “Okie from Muskogee” was admired 
or reviled, stylistically it continued his four-chord autobiograph-
ical journey of rage, recrimination, and rejection, colorfully put 
on display in a three-minute musical critique. “Okie” became the 
enduring example of Merle’s antihero political poetics, projected 
through his rough but luxe, insanely seductive voice. Aaron Cop-
land had written “Fanfare for the Common Man,” and Merle had 
given that man his voice and his pride.

The controversy over “Okie” raised his minimum price per 
show to $9,000, perhaps the sweetest vindication of all. CC
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“There are about 
seventeen hundred 
ways to take that 
song.” — MERLE HAGGARD

Editor’s note: Excerpted from “THE HAG: The Life, Times, and Music of Merle 
Haggard” by Marc Eliot. Copyright © 2022. Available from Hachette Books, 
an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

<< LEFT

Merle Haggard performing 
live in Oklahoma City at 
a 2014 music festival. The 
songwriter’s mother and 
father both had deep 
roots in Oklahoma.

Photo by Nathan Poppe

RIGHT >>

Taken in 1970, this photo’s 
caption originally read 

“Mayor Elmo Madwell has 
proclaimed Jan. 8 ‘Merle 

Haggard Day’ to honor the 
entertainer who made 

the song, ‘Okie From 
Muskogee,’ popular.” 

Photo by Don Fisher,
The Oklahoman Archives

Merle’s family moved 
from Checotah to 
California during the 
Great Depression. He 
was born April 6, 1937
and died on his 79th 
birthday at his home 
surrounded by family.



usic provides a 
space for every-
one. That’s what 
Kim Wilson says 
about El Sistema, 
a local nonprofit 
that offers free 

after-school music education to public 
school children.

“It allows a lot of expression, and a 
lot of these kids need a way to express 
themselves,” said Wilson, executive di-
rector of El Sistema Oklahoma. “Music 
education is very therapeutic mentally. 
It’s relaxing. You can identify with it. 
You can grow in your skills and feel 
accomplished in achieving something.

“The idea of El Sistema is to offer kid-
dos a chance to learn an instrument who 
normally wouldn’t have a chance or who 
really need community and a source of 
joy and hope.”

The Oklahoma City-based nonprofit 
is inspired by a Venezuelan program 
with the same name founded in 1975. 
It was founded by José Antonio Abreu 
and gained a reputation for directing 
children in poverty away from drugs 
and crime. 

“It was started as a way to give chil-
dren living on the streets hope and pur-
pose,” Wilson said. “Many of those kids 
in that first program ended up growing 
up in the program and have now started 
El Sistemas all around the world. Several 
are very successful musicians as well.”

There is no standard formula or 
formal way to establish El Sistema 
programs, but they typically focus on 
the importance of music education as a 
way to foster community, development 
and joy.

“Music has to be recognized as an 
agent of social development, in the 
highest sense because it transmits the 
highest values — solidarity, harmony, 
mutual compassion,” Abreu once said. 
“And it has the ability to unite an entire 
community and to express sublime 
feelings.”

Tuning in

El Sistema Oklahoma became a non-
profit in 2013. It began with elementary 
and middle school children but has also 
expanded with their students. 

“Now we go from 3rd to 12th grade,” 
Wilson said. “This year will be our third 
class of graduating seniors that have 
stayed with the program most of the 
time that they’ve been in school.”

There’s about 170 students in the pro-
gram this year.

El Sistema Oklahoma accepts children 
from various Oklahoma City Public 
Schools. Students can join the program 
after being referred by a principal, 
counselor or music teacher. There is no 
audition and everything is provided for 
free.

“I love how El Sistema is a free 
program because it’s hard to find a free 
program, especially one that teaches you 
so much,” said Iris-Pearl, a sixth-grade 
student learning to play the cello. “I like 
how there’s always something more that 

you can learn. You don’t have to learn 
it all at once. There are different stages 
and levels that you learn at. I love that 
process.”

Back to school

As with most things, the COVID-19 pan-
demic threw a wrench into the group’s 
operations, making it impossible last 
year to meet daily with their students. 
To adapt, El Sistema decided to meet in 
person once a week with their students 
while offering virtual lessons. It soon 
became clear that more was needed.

“We realized there was a significant 
amount of our kids who just weren’t 
doing school work or going to school, so 
we were able to open up a hope center 
for our El Sistema kids,” Wilson said. 
“They could come during the day and 
get support with school, have reliable 
Wi-Fi and get fed. We had between 30 
and 40 kids that attended that hope 
center every day.”

The program is back to in-person 

Making space
for music

El Sistema runs on various partnerships, 
donations, volunteers and grants. Kim 
Wilson said they’ve been fortunate to 
receive grants from some big names.

In 2020, the group received a grant from 
Carnegie Hall’s Weill Music Institute for 
the fourth year. The grant provides fund-
ing, professional development, various 
resources and access to workshopping 
with Emmy award-winning musicians.

In 2021, El Sistema was one of the first 
organizations to receive a $10,000 Music 
Has Value Grant from Big Machine 
Label Group, a Nashville music label. 
Big Machine recently launched the grant 
fund and chose El Sistema as one of five 
organizations across the country to be 
awarded the first set of grants. M

Story by Miguel Rios  
Photos by Nathan Poppe
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With free lessons and community 
support, OKC’s El Sistema eases 
access to the world of music 

sessions this year, operating five days a 
week after school at First Presbyterian 
Church of Oklahoma City. Students take 
lessons for composition, music funda-
mentals and their specific instruments. 
They also participate in full orchestra 
rehearsal.

Students are given a substantial snack 
and can take some home at the end of 
the evening. El Sistema also provides 
homework support for students.

“The mission really is to balance the 
social, emotional needs of the kids and 
also to grow in their music abilities,” 
Wilson said. “We have kids who, actual-
ly this year, made First Chair in the state 
orchestra, and we have other kids who 
kind of just play along with a few notes. 
There’s room in our program for both.”

For children like Angele, a 9-year-
old viola student that has always loved 
music, being in El Sistema was a great 
match.

“When I was younger, my mom 
showed me videos of girls my age play-
ing the viola,” Angele said. “That was 
my dream, and here I am — playing the 
viola. I really like it, and I’m getting the 
hang of it. I really love El Sistema. It’s 
the best thing.”

Wilson said several high school 
students wanted to give back or pursue 
music education, so they started offering 
a new class in recent years: Future 

Awesome Music Educators (FAME). The 
class meets once a week and teaches stu-
dents how to be educators and mentors.

Julian, a 17-year-old trumpet player, 
has been in the program for about five 
years and is part of the FAME class. He 
said El Sistema has helped him become 
more mature and responsible.

“I really enjoy my time here. I love the 
energy, the company and the attention 
from the directors and staff,” he said. “I 
used to be more disorganized, but I’m 
being shaped into a mature adult and I 
owe a lot of that to this program. It real-
ly teaches kids how to be good teenagers 
and then good, successful adults.”

El Sistema is planning to host a free 
concert featuring chamber groups and 
ensembles tentatively set for 6:30 p.m. 
May 6 at Oklahoma City Community 
College. For more information, visit 
elsistemaok.org. CC
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Iris-Pearl plays cello 
in the chapel at First 
Presbyterian Church.

El Sistema orchestra 
rehearsal on Feb. 8 at 
First Presbyterian Church.

Angele shows off her 
viola outside of her El 
Sistema classroom.

Editor’s note: Miguel Rios is Curbside Chronicle’s 
first full-time staff writer. He previously led the 
Oklahoma Gazette’s news coverage and most 
recently worked to support Oklahoma Policy 
Institute’s work by giving voice to the stories of 
Oklahomans impacted by healthcare policy. 
Rios has a mass communications degree from 
Oklahoma City University and lives in OKC 
with his dogs Baxter and Oliver.
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A recently published 
book focuses on the 
handwritten lyrics, art and 
correspondence of Woody 
Guthrie. You’ll find pages 
from the Okemah-born 
songwriter’s journals and 
notebooks as well as 
illustrations and the social 
issues he cared about. You 
can buy a copy signed by 
Woody’s daughter Nora 
Guthrie, who co-authored 
the book, via the Woody 
Guthrie Center in Tulsa.

Guthrie wrote: “a folk song 
is whats wrong and how to 
fix it or it could be whose 
hungry and where their 
mouth is is or whose out of 
work and where the job is 
or whose broke and where 
the money is or whose 
carrying a gun and 
where the peace is” 
CC
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