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Watching the bluegrass grow
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Joe Val Festival won international Event of the  Year in 2006

Ask anyone at the upcoming Joe Val Bluegrass Festival — musician, promoter, fan — for a few thoughts about the late Joe Val, and you’ll probably get a mouthful.

 Gerry Katz, president of the event’s sponsoring organization, the Newton-based Boston Bluegrass Union, is a good example.

 “Joe was a local musician, a wonderful friend to everyone in the community, who left a huge mark on the scene,” says Katz. “He had bands called the New England Bluegrass Boys and the Charles River Valley Boys. He had a soaring tenor voice and a great mandolin style, and he could make that mandolin bark.”   But just as Val was making a name for himself on the music scene, he was diagnosed with cancer. During his last days in 1985, the community hosted a fund-raiser to help him with medical expenses. He died shortly thereafter, but the Festival has continued to honor his legacy. This year’s Joe Val   Bluegrass Festival runs from Feb. 16-18 at the Sheraton Hotel n Framingham.

 Katz, a Newton native who recently moved to Cambridge, never got to see Val perform, but Katz was already a lover of bluegrass before getting involved with the BBU.

 “In the early- mid-’80s, I had become disenchanted by rock,” he says. “Then I heard Brad Paul’s ‘Coffeehouse’ show on WERS, and he opened the door to bluegrass for me. Then I started listening to Dick Pleasants on WGBH, and I started going to BBU shows. I didn’t know a thing about bluegrass before that, but I soon found it to be wonderful ensemble music.”

 Bluegrass may have been a shot of adrenaline for Katz, but the music fan also returned the favor. He was a big help to the BBU, hanging around after shows, helping to put chairs away. When he mentioned to the folks running the organization that they could do a better job publicizing the shows, they asked him to do it.”

 That’s what you get when you open your mouth. Soon he was licking stamps and handling the mailings. But a promotion was fast approaching: the Joe Val Bluegrass Festival was struggling, and they asked Katz to take it over. 

 That was in 1992. The fund-raiser for Joe Val that had first been held in June 1985 at the Kennedy Middle School in Waltham had since turned into a summer festival on the Waltham Common. 

 “It’s a celebration of the bluegrass music scene in the northeast,” says Katz, describing the current festival. “It’s a three-day festival that has mainstage activities, workshops, kids events, and picking ’round the clock.”
 He also compares the evolving changes in the annual bluegrass blow-out — which won honors in 2006 as the International Bluegrass Music Association’s Event of the Year — to night and day.

 “When we took it on it was a single-day event held outdoors in Waltham. We later moved it to Newton and had some success. But June was not a favorable time for outdoor events. Six years ago, we decided to move it indoors, have it in February, and make it a three-day event. So it was in the Holiday Inn in Dedham. But we outgrew the venue, and now we’ve moved it to the Sheraton Hotel in Framingham.” 
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And still, it keeps growing. This year features, aside from performances galore by local and national bluegrass acts, close to 40 music workshops, a variety of master classes, a “Kids Academy,” with free instruction at different levels all weekend, and a bluegrass film festival. 
Katz, who is the event producer, is particularly proud of the film element.

          “We’ve partnered with the International Bluegrass Music Museum in Owensboro, Kentucky,” he says. “The executive director has archived video interviews with the early generations of bluegrass artists, so we’re showing a series of those films at the festival.”

SOURCE:  Newton TAB Entertainment section Wednesday, February 14, 2007
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Who’s playing the


 Bluegrass Festival?


Some of the big names at this year’s Joe Val Bluegrass Festival include Doyle Lawson & Quicksilver, Laurie Lewis and the Right Hands, Blackstone Valley Bluegrass Band and Chris Thile and the How to Grow a Band. Local acts include the Bluegrass Gospel Project, Frank Drake’s Short Life of Trouble, and Lorraine and Bennett Hammond.


 Yet with so much music spread out over three days, this is only a warm-up for events to come. The next BBU concert will feature the Claire Lynch Band, and is set for March 24 at the National Heritage Museum in Lexington. The BBU also regularly features local acts in their annual Springfest and Fallfest extravaganzas at the Second Church in Newton. Springfest takes place on May 5.


 The Joe Val Bluegrass Festival runs from Feb. 16-18 at the Sheraton Hotel in Framingham. Tickets are going fast. For more information, call 617-782-2251 or visit bbu.org.


 Ed Symkus can be reached at � HYPERLINK "mailto:esymkus@cnc.com" ��esymkus@cnc.com�.








This years Joe Val Bluegrass Festival includes the Blackstone Valley Bluegrass Band
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Bluegrass Gospel Project joins the Bluegrass Festival Lineup 








