


Vinee Bell’s Long Rehabilitation

by Joe Mitchell

I pot stitches all over py body....
Litry to walk straight and tall and narow
1S fust @ stagger with a beal
They call me Frankenstein
That’s not even my ndme.

— From Gary Burgess' “Franken-
stein.” the opening track on Vince Bell's
debut LP, Phoerix

ecember 22, 1982: It's

3am. Vince Bell has just

wrapped up a long re-
cording session with producer
Christopher Cross on what is
1w be a three-song demo tape of his most
recently written material. Cross and Bell have
assembled an all-star cast of supporting mu-
sicians, most notably Stevie Ray Vaughan anl
Eric johnson, in hopes of adding that exira
lile bit of sparkle thar will help cach the
attention of a label with the money and
inclination to put out a full-length LE.

After listening 1o that day's recordings, Bell
feels confident the strategy will pay off, He
bicks the: stragglers at the studio farewell be-
fore walking out into the winter morning ane
departing alone in his ear. At the intersection
of Riverside anc 1-35, Bell pauses at the flash-
ing red, four-way stop before cautiou sty redl-
ing through 1o head east on Riverside. He sees
a car moving rapidly southbound on the ac-
cess road tohis lefr, but he figures itwill stop,
just- lice he did.

Bt thiat car-didn’t stop, Tt didn’t even slow
down until it smashed into the driver's side of
fell's car, sending the promising 32-year-old
musician hurtling through the passenger side
doar (“That door didn't open, either," recalls
Belly and more than S0 feet through the air.
when emergency medici] technicians arrived
anthe scene, Bell was unconscious; lying face
down ina pool of gasoline that had flowed all
the way from his crumpled avtomobile,

1 remember the lights,” Bell says calmly
after swaliowing a bit of the chegy, muffin he

halds alafr in Lis-oight hand like Sir lsaac
Newon pendering the weight of an apple.
His lefrhand rests penthy on the smooth plastic
sutface, of one af the an deco mbles inside
Fi Im:ﬁ%&ﬁﬂ- S W shift awiy
from & Eize into mine as he medi-
tates momentarily on the next rauwmatic
memory he will recount for this stranger with
a micro-cassette recorder. 1 begin o realize
just who it is he Inoks like. He looks like
Steven Spielberg

From the

“All 1 remember after that,” he continues,
his eyes once again making directcontact, but
thistime with a wild spark inthem, “is my right
arm. It weis nothing but this big red mush in
this hig pool of blood.” Bell holds out his right
forearm and shows me the underside, There's
a scar about@ quarter inch deep and three-
eights of andnch widg. It stars abouwt three
inches above the elbow crease and runs a
perfectly scraighe ine up the arm for approxi-
mately eight Inches Before stopping a couple
of inches shattef hisgvrist. It looks eerily like
a scar from an efsnt suicide atempr. “See
thar," Bell declares forcefully, “that's where

they stuck a metal rod, and all sorts of other
bacii e

et stuff inte my anm. This is my bionic arm.”

He then holds his now empty right hand up
nesr his face. The tips of teé fingers aim for the
ceiling as he wiggles all four simultancously.
They are stiff. Any motion within the upper
joints above the bottom knuckley appears to
be tinged with, pai '-E‘I:ﬂ'-il'llll'_v'. “The
doctors had 1o sew up the muscles and
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tendons in each one of these" he says,
pointing to each individual digit. "But get
this," he sags, .wl_q.spn;:i.ug;;' if he were about
to tell u state secrét, He holds up his thumb
and gently moves the op pad up and down
a few fmest_- | =" .

“After surgery, the doctor comes in and

says, ‘wiggle vour fingers.' I did. Then he
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Most importantly for Bell, he had ro re-
learn guitar playing. Because of nerve
damage in his hand, Bell could no longer
grip a flat pick, much less keep a steady
rhythim with one. So he invented a whole
new playing style he calls *the claw.” It's
inclusive of styles he's picked up from Guy
Clark andMerle Travis, combining picking
and mming.

But agh it all, Bell manages to be
philosophieal about having his life “rudely
m:ﬂﬂuﬁ&. and having to start all over
again. “Tused 1o think it was this big deal,”
he adimits, starting the second phrase with
a self-mocking wne and grandiose arm
movements that make me laugh, "o be
cut dow in the prime of fife. 7t was like
this distinct and obvious ragedy, and all
this crap. But something happens to
everybody, This kid came up 0 me once
while 1 'was parking cars at the airport — a
job 1 got through Goodwill Industries be-

cause of my head injury — and recognized
me. He said, ' couldn't do what you did." 1
said, “You won't have to. I did that. Some-
thing clse will happen to you.' P'm beholden

to my head-injury for slowing my fust ass
dewan. Tt made me slow down and think, and

Bell also has plans to divilge the details
of his rehabilitation in printed form. “Sarth
and I are writing 2 book called One Man's
Music. | think it’s important (o write 2 book

aroitind Texas in the Sepenties, I alwans fell
Vince was the best of us. "

— Manci Griffith from a Houston Post
interview in 1992,

“I'm a Houston, Texas, kid," Belf says, I
grew up in Memorial High. 1 wasthe high
school quanerback my senior year there.
Our record that year was not 100 terribly
good, 1 think we were 4-5-1, but we beut
some good teams. T'm so glad | played high

Bell spent 19 days after his accident in

a coma. At one point, his heart stopped
beating, prompting the Austin American-
Statesman to print his premature obituary.

abour this head injury that I sustained from
this wreck. I'm head-injured for the rest of
my lifee, 1 can look good and act real cute in
fronz of you and sound good and play good,
bur I-can tell you one thing — | can never
wake up and not be head-injured.”

“Fram ali of us who were beating paths

it's true or not, It's an interesting story.”

school ball. Playing spors kept me outi
shit. 1 was a crazy and rmmbunctious kid. |
would have done anything my body
could've womn, Thank god it was on 4
damned foorball field and notin the street.
The worst penalty there is 15 yards.”

Afier he gradusted from high school in
the late Sixties, Bell smaned directing his

But rebuilt arm, severely dama liver,
and broken ribs aside, the nzlost seﬂgf::injuer;'
Bell sustained in the accident was 1o his head
leaving him with partial brain damage. Ttiook
years of intensive rehabilitation for Bell 1o be
able to do just small, average, everyday things
that most people can do without thinking,

“I had to completely relearn how 1o talk. |
couldn’tsay “thousandth” for the longest time.
I have 10 work to talk clearly to the operator,
It's something you have 1o stay with every

ife; publishing assistant, and constant com-
panion Sarah Wrightson, who is shuffling.
papersina briefease on a couch justa few feel
away. She tums her bespectacled fice and

set'orlld. My memory is often very tenuous.
This is my memory," he says pointing o his

cry youthful energy toward music. He
starned hanging around at Houston folk and
coffechouses like The Old Quaner, waich-
ing his idols Guy Clark and Townes Van
Zande play. One night in the early Seven-
ties, Bell finally gorupthe nerve o alkim one
of his favorite folkies, and his career s o
singer/songwriter made itsfirst infantile steps.
“I just went down by the stage one night
“and said, ‘Golly Mr. Van Za
play thar A minor chord?™ B ¢
an exagpenited hayseed vogal inflee
Bell then spent the :nﬁmﬂ.&cﬁmﬁﬁﬂ
the tutelage of his two herogs, Van Zandt
helped im with songwriting: techr
while Clark helped him F.m._.ﬂ
“They would teach. T would lein

=l

wenen' really teachers, They: ATy
types. Teachers were down al the schools.
Bu they were good-maured about it.”

After his brief apprenticeship with the
rwo Texs Legends, on awhim, Bell flew up
1 New York to audition for the national
coffeshouse circuit at the Bitter End i the
Village. He succeeted. T gotorny,” says Bell.
“Oine seconid I'm bangin® away ona guitar ina
Montrose apanment, next thing Fm tmvelling
around the country on the national coffee-

©  contined on p 42
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task, “I had to learn to walk again," he contin-

wes, “For years [ was a champion faller. |

could just be walking down the street and just
outta nowhere fall down. People'd go 'Vince!
Vince! are you okay?' B jusiees

gives o quick smile before returning to her
lets out a burst g
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house circuit. Those were some days.™™ b mngtifchﬁwfmnm
ﬂmafwmmonﬂwnﬂmﬂ%*_ /ift] pkmaﬂusmﬁﬁxlyrmi
Belljoined with the Boothill booking sgengy. s mm‘tinmlaap hooks or any-
back in Texas: touring eve  based everything around the lyr-
city “From Shrevepor “to-El Fm-*md!-—-lw. Bellm% duction on Phoe-
Wichita Falls to Laredo." Itwasatthistime  nix is sparse and dry, like the edge of the

that he miet the likes of Nanei Griffith and
Lyle Lovert, and several other singer-song-
writers from the burgeoning Texas folk
scene, Griffith eventually recorded Bell's
“Sun, Moon & Stars” and “Woman of Phoe-
nix:” Lovett has been known 1o perform
Bell's “I've Had Enough” in his live shows,
It was also during this period of “edge-
to-edge” Texas touring that Bell performed
a live, 15-song score at Houston's Space
Dance Theatre for James Clouser's Ber-
el Triangle, which was based on the
Bell song of the same name,

Ympkzy Hhejw,pmcm {

It mot bow fong, it's how ofter

e song teaches another

So it's mot when you get it

1t's that yer get it

Get it? . '

—Vince Bell's “The Songwriter” in

nsentirery: - -

Twelve and a half years after being pro-
nounced dead by the local dail
leased his debur album, the app
named Phoeriz, on Wil
Again, just like the ill-fated demo, :
Stellar cast in supporting roles. Bob
Neuwirth, best known for his work with
BahDﬁandeuan: Burnet, produced
the LP. John Cale plays piano. Stephen
Bruton adds guitar and mandolin tacks,
Guest vcwi{am include Lyle Lovetw and
ut for all the

aman.
-—ﬁved 1o tell abour ir,

desert on which Benwﬁmmhm af
Fredﬂchaht:g sits, “There’s not a drum
within a city bk;t:k, Bell says owice about
the LP in the course of our conversation.

Lile the instrumentation, Bell's voice is no
frills, W&E‘ﬁffﬁﬂ&m with a delivery
faintly reminiscent of | Daniel Johnston's,

with its strained, mmﬂdpes swirllng
urgency. It has a texware not unlike thut of

nix with mmkablemults It's hlm a uaal
breeze blowing across the desen pricr toa

storm, It's ominous, yet feels really good,
All of Bell's songs on the L¥ were writlen
after the accident save one, “Sun, Moon &
Stars.” ‘Wlth!hewmghnfttwaibumwa
whole, especially onpieces like "Hard Road™

and “Girl Who Newver Saw a Mountain,”
there's no doubt that Bell's songwriting
are at full capacicy.

visdém that can only be conveyed by
Whﬂiﬂsmclﬁi_!thmdwfammd

is already planning to do his next L
Neuwirth and company, “It's only in

th'.e talking stages,” Bell suys wearily, “1'm
going o go very slow. [tiook me 20 years
1o get my first album oo Ul take my time,
and I'll get the second one right, just like
1 got the first one right, Number two will

e cool.”



