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My first Wheatland Music Festival 
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Happy Wheatland!

This enthusiastic greeting could be heard everywhere I went last weekend at my first Wheatland Music Festival (www.wheatlandmusic.org).

The 36th annual gathering was Friday through Sunday on 160 acres of a former centennial farm near Remus in southern Mecosta County.

This festival offers so much for so many. Besides the numerous talented bands and musicians, there are instrument makers (luthiers), drumming tents, traditional dance, the dulcimer tent (where I took a few impromptu lessons), folk instrument tents (where I learned how to play a saw), Kids Hill which offers a ton of activities and concerts geared toward children, Middle Ground for the teenagers and workshop lane, where a wonderful assortment of arts and crafts were on display.

Oh, the farmer’s market food was great too and the weather was simply heavenly.

But music was the star of the show and, in my humble opinion, there was no better band than DeTemps Antan. Comprised of three troubadours from Quebec, Canada, this band features Pierre Luc-Dupuis on accordion and harmonica, Andre Brunet on fiddle and Eric Beaudry on guitar and feet. Beaudry literally uses his feet as percussion throughout each song, banging and tapping his boots on the floor of the wooden stage.

All three men sing wonderfully rousing songs in French and believe me, you don’t have to know French to know grand music. They whirled through reels and traditional French songs with all the energy of three fun-loving, hardworking lumberjacks ready for the weekend. The audience couldn’t stay in their seats, or stay still for that matter.

I had the joy of meeting these three gentlemen after one of their shows and they’re great in person too. I will definitely make the trek north to catch them in concert in their homeland as soon as possible. Check them out at www.detempsantan.qc.ca online.

The Wilders were another band I was excited to see and they didn’t disappoint. Featuring Ike Sheldon on vocals and guitar, Betsie Ellis on vocals and fiddle, Phil Wade on vocals, banjo, dobro and mandolin and Nate Gawron on bass, the band originates from Kansas City, Mo. I first became aware of the band when I downloaded their rip-roaring gospel album “On The Wings Of A Dove.” They put on a few great old-timey music concerts and also graced the Saturday night square dance as the house band, keeping us all on our toes for song after song (www.wilderscountry.com).

One young man did double duty in two of the weekend’s bands. Greg Lizst is a member of Boston-based critically acclaimed Crooked Still, a band I can only describe as “orchestra folk,” featuring Aoife O’Donovan on vocals, Brittany Haas on fiddle, Tristan Clarridge on cello, Lizst on banjo and Corey DiMario on bass (www.crookedstill.com).

Lizst also fronts “banjo rap” band The Deadly Gentlemen, featuring Josh Pinkham on guitar, Michael Barnett on fiddle and Sam Grisman on bass. True to the band’s name, these young men did indeed seem very dangerous, veering from snarling lyrics about going insane from being locked up in jail too long to a bipolar twist in the song, taking the melody seemlessly into a snatch of “Here Comes The Sun” by The Beatles.

The band describes themselves as Woody Guthrie meets Eminem and I would have to agree.

Lizst wears his lyrics and banjo notes on his face going from scowl to sunny smile and back again. He recently toured with Bruce Springsteen in Springsteen’s tribute to Pete Seeger. He also recently earned a Ph. D. in molecular biology. Lizst is definitely a twisted genius to watch (www.deadlygentlemen.com).

My friends The Radiators also made their Wheatland debut with a rowdy late night concert under the big white tent. Howard City brothers Luke and Clinton Drew Gitchel on acoustic guitar and fiddle, respectively, Tim Bengsston on electric guitar, Seth Sutton on upright bass and Lee Chase on drums gave yet another solid, crowd-pleasing performance. I’m proud of you boys, as always.

One of my BFFs, Jacqueline "Dee" Foster played a few of her own original songs alongside The Radiators. Lovely as always, Deedles!

Check out The Radiators on Facebook and MySpace.

A couple other fine bands I saw were The SteelDrivers, Robin and Linda Williams and Their Fine Group (of “A Prairie Home Companion” fame), Big Hoedown and Delilah DeWylde and the Lost Boys.

Bands and musicians I didn’t see but heard good things about included Sam Amidon, Aubrey Ghent Band, Robin Lee Berry, Michael Camp, Dave Boutette, Detour, Ginny Hawker and Tracy Schwarz, Dan Hazlett, Drew Nelson, Red Stick Ramblers, Ruthie Foster and Rhythm In Shoes.

I can’t wait for next September already. Happy Wheatland!



