HEATHERFEST REACHES NEW HEIGHTS

Reprinted from The Boston Blues News, Nov/Dec 2004
HeatherFest 10 wasn’t so much a blast as blast-off-baby. We’re talking out of this world, interstellar awesome. If you haven’t heard of Heatherfest then you must be from another planet – though word has it they can hear the sound-check on the international space station. This cookout on steroids has grown so much in recent years that it is now a major feature in the blues calendar and this year was the best yet.  

With the most awesome line-up since Buddy Guy discovered polka dots, this decade of rhythm ‘n roots served up a feast to satisfy the most bluesy of appetites. For appetizers was the Moondance Blues Band with Seth on guitar, Daniel on drums, Pat on bass and Linnea on vocals. These kids, all 11-16 years old, performed at a level well beyond their years. This young, fresh vintage can only get more sublime as it matures and left us all with big cheesy grins. Toni Lynn Washington delivered some sweet soulful tones and as usual left us hungry for more. Then came that sassy, hot ‘spicy dish Nicole Nelson singing “Blind , Crippled & Crazy” with Special guest Lamont Swinson of Melvin and the Blue notes fame – pure caviar for the soul. Lamont got everyone on their feet and shared the love with such classics as “If you don’t know me by now”. Soul-food was never this good. A hearty portion of Dwight Richter followed – Funky as red beans and always a treat.  

A huge helping of Brian Templeton’s All Stars followed. This eclectic mix really kicked it up a notch featuring such tasty morsels as Chris Fitz, Matthew Stubbs, Cheryl Arena, Matt Woodburn, Kit Holliday, Sweet Willie D, Lisa Marie, Sweet Willie D, Teddy B., J. Place and Fay Adams and many more local Blues treasures… All here generously donating their time! Ricky “King” Russell was a constant feature on the menu all day – though judging by how well he looks these days perhaps we should call him Ricky “Slim” Russell. Either way he dished out a multitude of six-string flavors as he jammed with all and sundry – blues just ain’t enough without a little (literally) Rick Russell on the side. 

Throughout the afternoon we got extra dollops of acoustic chocolate courtesy of Racky Thomas – or was it Robert Johnson back from the crossroads….

The final course gave us our just deserts as Heather served up a little “sumthin-sumthin” with Roomful of Blues taking the stage for a Yard full of Heaven. This hardest working band on the blues scene showed us exactly why they won the “Blues Band of the year” AND “Blues Instrumentalist Horns” prizes at the 2004 W.C. Handy blues awards. Their awesome set hit an outstanding climax when they were joined on stage by Ms. Fest herself & the Heatherettes for “There goes the neighborhood”. Somehow appropriate – in unrelated news, the house next door is now for sale.

Of course blues fans cannot live on tunes alone and once again the generosity of the Heather ”Friends” was well appreciated at this BYO Everything event as the most bountiful buffet seemed to materialize before us - everyone brought their favorite dish to share. There was plenty of hot food too, as Sweet Willie D and Johnno Dryden dressed and roasted a 200 lb. pig and the Grill Gang sweated over the propane fumes, cooking up mountains of burgers, wings, dogs, tips and sausage. As usual there was plenty to go ‘round and our chefs efforts were a resounding success.

The hard work of partying-on-down does create a hell of a thirst and thankfully the crew from Deja Brew was on hand to oblige with my favorite thirst-quencher  - FREE BEER! Forget Guinness, these guys are truly Pure Genius. Who else would combine the refreshing effect of watermelon and icy cold beer to make that crazy concoction, Watermelon Ale – a true taste sensation. Check them out at www.deja-brew.com.

Of course equal kudos goes to Edison, Moonshot and the Tojo Beer House for their liberal libation donations. I love you all. 

Heatherfest 10 marked more than one landmark. After many years of trying, we finally convinced Roger the Spinner to encircle this event with his own brand of skewed rhythmic geometry (i.e. he dances in circles). Equally overdue was the news of Kris and Fergus’ engagement. Can you say Bling-Bling! 

This year 100% of the proceeds were donated to those less fortunate in this treasured local Blues scene. We recently lost a fond friend and Blues Great, K.D. Bell. A past performer at Heatherfest, KD was a great drummer as well as singer. He would wear brightly colored suits and matching hats when performing (my favorite, the canary yellow ensemble) but it was his outstanding vocal performances and charisma that lit up his shows. Sadly, in the end his heart just wasn’t as strong as his talent. Part of the proceeds from the most generous donations raised on this day went to KD’s family in their time of great sadness. We are grateful to have known KD and equally grateful to have another great drummer still with us and on the mend. Kenny Gardiner was recently in a serious car accident and has thankfully made a great recovery. He’s been unable to work for quite a while so the rest of the proceeds went to help get him back on his feet. To sum it up there were new arrivals and the news of a sad passing, miraculous recoveries and friends blessed with the imminent pitter-patter of dancing little feet.

HeatherFest couldn’t go on without the help of an army of volunteers, generous sponsors and all the incredible musicians who all donated their talent & time to benefit “Nothin’ But the Blues” Once again this year Mick Foret of Foret Systems generously donated his time & equipment to provided the sound and lights, Hope Johnson created and continuously updates www.heatherfest.com, (check it out!!!! especially the photo gallery). Debbi Hayward designed and supplied banners and signs, Rhonda Kallman, president of New Century Brewing Company donated both the Edison & Moonshot Beer, Mike Powers from Powers Construction slaved over the Way cool HeatherFest stage (Best Neighbor ever!) and Kenny Gardiner donated his drum kit, Since HeatherFest could never happen without a “little help from her friends” we couldn’t have done it with out Kris Keith, Fergus Keenan, Donna “photo fiend” Cutler, Lorna “mini me” McKibben, Charlene “Hospitality Queen” Marie, Mark “CB” Gillard, Linda ”Kitchen Queen” deMelo, Carol Gregory, Kami Jello-Shot” Russo, Nancy “Adventure Girl” Weston, Betty “Bebop” Bishop, Paul Files, BBQ Bill Harrison, Bill Rugo, Justin Schmid, Joe Hajjar, Dianna McPhail, Dennis Brundige, Joe “Kitchen King” Dillido, Joanne Cullen, Kathy MacDonald, Lisa Perella, Mari McAvenia, Kenny Richardson, Ken Beauregard, Ken & Tyler Cheo,  Bob Pizzi, Big Daddy, Tommy Blake, Doc Watson, Than Smith, Joe Courtney, Helen “hell ‘n back” Van Praet, Dean Campbell of Green & Campbell Guitars, & last but not least …Johnny “push-up” Pike  .. Oh yeah and let’s not forget Ms. “Heather” Fest herself! 

Heatherfest is more than just a party, backyard blow out, blues bash, cook-out, Pig Roast, BBQ, ultimate dance-off or positive social interaction. It’s a truly one of a kind unique event, which is probably just as well as you couldn’t possibly survive more than one per year. If there were such a thing as too much fun then this could be it.  It’s just the coolest event on the planet. If you doubt my word then just ask yourself this question: When was the last time Roomful of Blues parked their tour bus on your front yard or played in your backyard?

