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CGilley’s: still the place for fun, Texas style

PASADENA, Texos ~ “Ride the
Bull at Your Own Risk!" proclaims a
sign at the base of E) Toro, Switched
off, El Toro is obedient, Innocuous —
no more than a worn saddle bolted
on a metal rack. But turncd on, El
Toro is ruthless ~ bucklng, splnning,
jerking, tossing.

That 800-pound hunk of mechani-
cal bull, the one John Travolta im-
mortallzed In “Urban Cowboy," is
{he heart of Gilley's Club, the crazl-
est, dancingest, brawlingest, biggest
honky-tonk tn Texas.
st Gilley's is 20

o mlles from down-
town Houston
- along Spencer
Highway. Its mas-
sive parking lot Is
usually jammed
with  pickups,
seml-trucks, mo-
Irls torcycles and tour
Jones buses along with
——————— Morcedes, BMWs,
Cadillacs and plain cars,

The club boasts six huge bars, 25
pool tables, 120 plnball and electron-
ic games, 500 tables, 3,000 chalrs, a
dance floor, bandstand, souvenlr
center, western store and bull arena
{there are three motor-drlven bulls,
each surrounded by battered foam
tubber pads). There's also an Indoor
arena that secats 13,000 for rodeo
shows every Saturday night.

THE FOLKS have 17 hours to
drink, dance and ralsc hell — 9 am.
10 2 a.m. every day of the year. Cov-
er charges run from $2 to $15, de-
pending on cntertainment. A dining
area adjolns the eavernous club; an
18-ounce T-bone Is $12.95; eggs, hash
browns, sausage or bacon and toast
are $3.75 from midnight to 3 a.m.

All types press through the double
doors, mostly duded up in Western
attire — jeans, boats, shirts, cowbay
hats. Jeans mean skin-tight, and the
real cowboys scoff at designer labels
and decoratlve seams. These Marl-
boro men wear work Levis. And they
are in the minority among Gllley's
beer-swigging, heel-kicklng Satur-
day night crowd, which often num-
bers 5,000

Boots are Texan — that Is, good
leather — with walklng rather than
rlding hecls. The varlety is stagger-
ing, from work-a-day to [fancy
stitched blue, belge and mauve
boots. Shirts are cotton with pearl
snaps. Prairie skirts, mostly jeans
style, are popular with women,

BUT THE real struttin’ stuff Is
headgear, Hats with high crowns and
slight creases, with low crowns and
sloped-back creases, with popped-up
crowns and no creases. Wide-
brimmed, flat-trlmmed, curved,
curled, straw, leather, trimmed wlith
a spray of feathers. In Texas, hats
make the man.

Music, of course, is country-west-
ern. The Texas two-step and waltz
dominate; the Cotton-Eyed Joe Is
also popular.

From the stage, at three minutes
to two, in the morning, country-west-
ern star Mickey Gllley announces,
*Last call for alcohol. Motel time,
yal"

Then, running a finger over the pi-
ano, he and his Urban Cowboy Band
play “Goodnight Irene,” Gilley's
traditional closing song. As the last

notes drift across, Mickey looks out
over the crowd and says, “Llve eve-
ry day like It's your last, *cause one
of these days you gotta be right.”

GILLEY, WITIl 17 No. 1 hits un-
der his belt, was not always the
namesake for this hawdy bar. GIt-
ley's had been Shelly’s for 14 years
when owner Sherwood Cryer decided
to expand his club in 1971. He re-
named It afier Its star entertalner.

Cryer, at 58, is something of a leg-
end, In the old days, they say, he car-
rled a night stick for those who
stepped beyand his tolerance. Times
change. Now he breaks up brawls
with Mace.

Usually, though, the club's punch-
ing bags take the steam out of super-
maches. Five punching bags hang
from blg iron frames just two strides
from 2 bar and near a long iron rall
where the men hang out.

They slt on top, boots sccure on
the bottom rall, Others lean casually
on the top rall, enc boot perched on
the lower bar. They grasp a bottle of
beer, eye the cowglrls and jostle col-
leagues sweating at their muscle
contests,

IT TAKES a quarter for two
punches; 300 is top score, although a
super wallop rolls the arrow twice,
Dropping $15 to $20 a night smash-
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The legendary Gllley’s Is open 1
year for stich things as

7 hours a day avery day of the

g g to
musig, riding the mechanical bulis, playing pinball and electronic
games and punching the punching bags. X .

ing the rawhide is typical.

What makes them do I8, over and
over untll knuckles are raw and
wrists ache?

“Aw, they're just showlng off to
their glrlfriends,” says Cryer In a
flat drawl. “I'll tell you one thing,

ma‘am, we used to have a lot of
fights. But the punching bags have
cut the flghting way down.”

Cryer says the club sces every
type of Individual — sllck New

off cach other's hearts arm wres-
tling,” Cryer explalns.
Hanging over it all Is a brightly-

lighted slgn that states: “The hottest
beer and coldest waltresses In
town.” Beer is Indeed a hot item. A
bottle runs $1.30. Lone Star Is papu-
far, as Is Gilley's. Yup, Gilley's even
has its own beer in 12-ounce cans
and bottles, brewed by the tny
Spoetzl Brewery in Shiner, Texas.
According to Cryer, the club “sclis
the heck out of it.”

Another popular Gilley's item Is
women's underwear with the famous
Gllley's red serlpt emblazened
across the front and back, You can
alse buy Gilley’s belt buckles,
posters, buttons, mugs, ashtrays,
neon sigas, blue jeans, western boots,
Jackets, bumper stlckers and T-
shirts declaring, “I rode the bull at
Gliley's.”

FOR THE tame of heart, there's
always the non-bucking butl, The fce;
$4 per Polarold shot. To tackle El
‘Tore himself costs $2, A guy sitting
on a wooden chalr, snuff tucked un-
der hls bottom lip and spitting into a
tin bucket, operates the controls. The
best El Toro rlders arc cowboys with
rodeo experlence. There are 10
speeds. As a rule, women are not
thrown. A real long ride is 40 sec-
onds. |

Cryer has never even sat on El
‘Toro, let alone ridden it. “I'm too old
to mess with that critter,” he says.

Cryer seems unruifled by the fuss
and fame “Urban Cowboy™ brought
to Gilley’s and likes to understate his
unusual nlghtelub,

“How would I describe Gilley's?”
he asks. “It's just an Interestingk
place where you come and do your
thing — shoot pool, ride the bull,
drink, chase onc another, dance. It
reminds me of a three-ring circus.

Yorkers, wide-cyed ners,
hlgh-spirited old folks, Callfornians,
movie stars, truck drivers, lawyers,
doctors, rodco hands, Texans of any
kind and, of course, the “Gllleyrats™
~— the regulars,

GILLEYRATS ARE urban
cowboys. Most work in construction
johs or petrochemical plants.
“They're the gang who knock sparks
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