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Article 3:

The Bartender’s Guide to Keeping the Job


Little Woodrow’s is a honky-tonk sports bar with several locations throughout Houston and Austin.  Its billboards always have spirited messages such as, “Mucho Cerveza, Baby!” so I was a little curious about the allure of this rustic-looking bar.  At its website, <www.littlewoodrows.com>, I decided to read the “a little bit true and a whole lotta bull” story of Little Woodrow’s.  Apparently, the founder and current owner of Little Woodrow’s named his first bar Woody’s in honor of a “certain private part of his.”  A few years later, he opened another location and named it Woodrow’s, “in honor of his now more mature “woody.”’  Finally, at “the ripe old age of 50,” he opened Little Woodrow’s, because he wanted to keep the legend of Woodrow’s.”  After I read this introduction to Little Woodrow’s, I became more intimidated than ever by the new people I was destined to meet.  

When I first drove up to Little Woodrow’s, I wasn’t sure what to expect once I got inside.  From the outside, it looks like a rustic biker bar.  There is a large, antique-looking wooden patio that stretches half way around the building, and it’s almost impossible to see through the windows when the sun is out because it is so dark inside the bar.  I was nervous about whom I would meet inside; because of what I had already seen of the bar from the outside, I didn’t expect to find any women, and I honestly didn’t expect the men to be particularly friendly.  It looked like the kind of biker bar in movies that the lawyer wandered into for directions, and thus somehow ended up getting a black eye instead.  
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Of course, I was wrong about all of these assumptions.  When I finally opened the heavy wood door and walked inside, I was greeted by friendly bartenders and cocktail waitresses, who were all women, and friendly customers, who were all men.  One of the men sitting at the bar asked me how I was doing, and I dryly replied, “I’m fine, thanks.”  Despite my shy response, everyone continued to be as friendly to me as they could have been.  Most of the men, or customers, looked like typical biker or trucker dudes, and then there were a few who were wearing business suits and looked like they had stopped by the bar on their way home from work.  The bartenders all looked about my age and, as a result of the familiarity and friendliness they showed towards their male customers, they made me feel comfortable being there.  I thought if these good-looking young girls could survive around all these older, somewhat drunk men, then the scenario wasn’t as scary as I originally made it out to be.  

The dark and rustic atmosphere of Little Woodrow’s almost seems as if it was designed to draw as much attention as possible to the young, attractive women who worked there.  The dark wood, the beer drafts on the wall, the golf and bowling arcade games in the corner, the bulky tables and chairs, and the sports shows on T.V. all starkly contrasted with the fit, young, pretty girls working behind the bar and serving beer.  Everything that decorated the bar was a staple of masculinity, and then there were the bartenders and waitresses, who were getting more attention from the customers than anything else in the room.  It was hard not to pay attention to them because they were young women functioning in and running what appeared to be strictly men’s domain.  
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Sitting there as a customer, I started to look more closely at some of the signs Little Woodrow’s had decorated the walls of the bar with.  The most prominent one upon entering the bar read, “Helping ugly people have sex since 1948!” The spirit of the management of Little Woodrow’s became clear once I made the connection between that sign and the female bartenders in their early twenties, and their roughly forty to fifty year old male customers, most of whom went to Little Woodrow’s every day after work by themselves.  One female bartender, Christy, talked to her regular customers in her spare time, and occasionally asked other bartenders or customers if they had been in contact with another expected, yet not present, regular customer.  For example, Christy told me about her favorite regular, affectionately called “Late Night Bob.”  “He’s this guy who comes in every night around eleven and just sits at the bar and smokes cigarettes all night.”  An image of a roughly forty year old man entered my mind, and I assumed he probably was not married, and probably did not have children.  

Once again, my assumptions were wrong.  I had the privilege of meeting Late Night Bob one evening, and he was roughly eighty years old.  He quietly sat down at the bar, arranged two ash trays right in front of him, took out a full pack of cigarettes, and started puffing the night away.  Christy greeted him with an enthusiastic, “Hey, Late Night Bob!” and he nodded his head and grunted without even raising his eyes to look at them.  His body looked so frail that I was afraid he was going to have a heart attack sitting right next to me.  However, Christy, Tammy, and Jen (all of the bartenders working that night) acted un-phased by the fact that he was smoking like a chimney in his physical condition, so I decided to trust their familiarity with the situation.   

The girls acted confident, sure of themselves, and totally comfortable with every question asked, situation presented, and order given to them.  Their attitudes made them look like they were in complete control of everything that was happening in the bar.  They were straight-forward, honest, and uninhibited by every aspect of their work, which often included acting flirtatious with male customers in order to make better tips.  They didn’t make it look easy, but they made it look like more fun than any other job I could imagine, and with the charm of regularly appearing characters like Late Night Bob, bartending at Little Woodrow’s looked like an awesome job! 


Business at the bar finally slowed down enough for me to get a word in with the bartenders.  I overheard the three of them talking about previous jobs at other bars and restaurants, and they all seemed to agree that Little Woodrow’s had the most laid-back and friendly environment.  One girl in particular, Jen, mentioned that she was from Louisiana.  That made it easy for me to jump into the conversation:  my dad’s family lives in Louisiana, near New Orleans.  “What part of Louisiana are you from?” She was a little hesitant, but she went ahead.  “New Orleans.”  Then, she almost immediately, without further prodding on my part, went into the story of how she ended up staying in Texas.  “They told us there was a hurricane coming, but they didn’t say anything about how big it was going to be, so I just packed a bag with my tennis shoes and two shirts.  A couple days later, I went back and my house was down the street from where it was supposed to be.  I lost everything.  Everything was destroyed.  Me and my sister shared that house, and then neither of us had a place to live.  We didn’t get any help from the city, so that’s when I came to Texas.  Then I started working at Little Woodrow’s, and I like it enough, so I think I’m gonna stay.  I get paid so much better here than I ever did in New Orleans, but right after the hurricane, McDonald’s was paying fourteen dollars an hour because they were trying so hard to get people to go back, but I don’t know anybody who’s going back.”  


Suddenly, I realized that she was working at the bar to make a living, rather than because she thought it was fun.  Soon, she was complaining about the songs people were playing on the juke box, saying she was “gonna kill” whoever kept playing “Ice, Ice Baby.”  Other than those occasional moments when she would have a small fit over something relatively insignificant, she was a nice girl, and what her male customers called “a sweetheart.”  


Suddenly, Tammy, the most reclusive of the three, walked back to the bar after going to make sure her customers were satisfied with their orders.  “This guy just skipped out on his tab!” 


Jen looked really irritated, “Are you sure?” 


“Yea! I just went back to make sure he didn’t want anything else, and he was gone! He was with his wife and a couple of friends, too! He kept on bragging about how he’s an umpire for Astro’s games, so he obviously has money! Do you think he’s coming back?”


“I don’t think so, mama.”  


“Then what happens to his tab?”


“You have to pay for it now.”  


“Shit! That’s, like, thirty dollars!” 


“I know, but the management wouldn’t have any way of knowing if you ordered those drinks for yourself or not, so you have to pay for them unless he comes back.”  


“I can’t believe it!”


Sitting there, I felt a little guilty.  I have never skipped out on a tab, but I have friends who do it occasionally and then brag about it like it was some great joke.  I’ve never confronted them about it because I didn’t know what to think of it.  I knew it was wrong and mean, but I wasn’t sure if it was that big of a deal.  I assumed that that money came out of the company’s finances; not the waitress’ or bartender’s.  

About an hour later, I was still sitting at the bar in Little Woodrow’s when Christy asked me how old I was. “I’m Twenty-two.”


“When is your birthday?”


“June tenth.”


“Oh! You’re a baby!” 


I expected to be the youngest of the group.  They were working women in the real world.  Christy told me about how her parents had financially and emotionally abandoned her because of disagreements about how each other’s lives should be lead, so I figured, being so independent, she had to have been at least twenty-seven or so.  Jen had been through a lot of struggles since Hurricane Katrina, and also was not receiving any financial or emotional help from her family members, so I thought that she must have been around twenty-seven, also.  


“Jen is twenty-two, but she’s a few months older than you, and I’m having my twenty-third birthday next week!” 


Christy said this with excitement, as if she was glad that I was the baby in the group... as if she thought it was cute.  I was shocked! These girls easily could have been in college with me, but instead they were out on their own, acting like real adults! I can’t believe that they had the courage to face the real world without even trying to go to college! The whole time, Jen has been quietly and quickly serving beers and cleaning glasses.  For some reason she did not seem interested in the conversation.  


 As customers started clearing out of the bar for the night, Christy spontaneously asked Jen how she stayed in such good shape.  


“I have a free gym at my apartment.  When I wake up, I have a little yogurt or some granola, and then I go work-out for two hours.  Then, I take a shower, come here (to Little Woodrow’s), and when I get home, I go work-out for another two hours if there’s time.  Some times I have time to work-out for four hours before I come to Woodrow’s.  And I eat in small portions.”  


Again, I was shocked! 


I asked Jen what time she usually gets home.  “It depends, but usually around three or four.  You know, I have to clean all the ash trays, make sure the toilets work and there’s toilet paper in the bathrooms, clean up the beer bottles, put up the trash cans, make sure everybody tabbed out the right way, and make sure all the glasses are clean for tomorrow.”  


Jeez! At this point, I’m thinking that bartending isn’t as glamorous as I thought it was.  Jen and Christy barely get by with the money they make, don’t have supportive parents or grandparents, don’t have time for boyfriends, and somehow have to maintain a positive persona when they go to work at Little Woodrow’s.  How these girls get the energy to do this job, eating as little as they do, working-out as much as they do, and seeing as few financial benefits as they do, I have no idea.  I think it definitely takes a special kind of motivation to work so hard for a job that doesn’t pay well and isn’t likely to open a lot of doors. 


With the particular girls I met, it was hard to tell if they really enjoyed their jobs, despite the financial pitfalls, or if they were really good at putting on a happy face for their customers.  It is, after all, their job to give customers whatever they want up to a certain point.  It is also their job to be charming, entertaining, funny, and easy on the eyes.  Being able to socialize with all kinds of different men in a sports bar every day seems like it would be more fun than sitting behind a desk, but it also seems like it’s more of a dead-end job than most desk jobs would be.  


None of the girls I talked to had any sort of a college education, or any plans to pursue a college education.  They’re young and attractive now, but what will happen to them when they’re too old to maintain their youthful, slim figures? I can’t think of a single bar I’ve been to that had a woman over the age of thirty bartending or serving as a cocktail waitress.  Thirty is a very young age to have to search for a new job because you got too old for the previous one.  I don’t know much about what Jen, Christy, and Tammy have planned for their futures, but I hope that they have more doors open to them than I’m assuming.    

Author’s Afterwords:

Writing this article was really challenging for me at first because, now, I realize that I was approaching it with my mind still set in the personal narrative style.  I was trying to include too many of my emotions, and I forgot to focus on the individuals.  I also think that I was trying to cover way too much ground with my first draft.  With this draft, I tried to keep it focused more strictly on the individuals in the bar, rather than the entire subculture of bartending.  In relation to article 2, the profile narrative, I thought this one was easier to write because I worked as a cocktail waitress at a bar in the summer of 2006, so I had some relatively brief personal experience with this topic.  
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