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There was an air of mellow defiance yesterday in the swaying and sing-alongs of 5,000 proud folk fans who converged on the Boston campus of the University of Massachusetts for the fifth annual Boston Folk Festival. 

For eight breezy hours on four stages, lone guitarists and eight-piece bands showered the sold-out crowd with violin solos and harmonica improvisations, celebrating a genre that some have dismissed as a 1960s anachronism. 

Event organizers, who stood beaming on the perimeter, said the two-day concert was a message to musical naysayers: In Boston, folk is more than a coffeehouse phenomenon. 

"It's a huge success," said Patricia A. Monteith, general manager of WUMB-FM (91.9), the city's only folk radio station and the festival's sponsor. "We've exposed a lot more people to folk music." 

Beneath kites flying on Boston Harbor breezes, folk fans circulated through the campus amid vendors peddling tie-dye shirts, massages, and falafel. 

Basil Harris, 55, traveled from Brookline, N.H., for his second Folk Festival. Standing atop an elevated plaza, Harris smiled as he watched Mindy Jostyn blend her harmonica with a row of foot-tapping, head-bobbing guitarists from the swing band Rust Farm. 

"Some of the people here are my heroes," he said. "It's a delightful, enchanting experience." 

Things were not always so cheerful in the folk community. 

Even though the organizers count as folk musical styles ranging from bluegrass to zydeco, veteran fans have often lamented its declining popularity. With folk fans aging and few acolytes among American youth, organizers say they're eager to attract a new generation of listeners. 

Despite the enduring popularity of the "O Brother, Where Art Thou?" soundtrack, last year's festival drew just 5,000 fans over two days. The festival, held a week after the Sept. 11 attacks, left the organizers $70,000 in the red. 

This year, however, headliners Richard Thompson and Nanci Griffith helped attract 6,700 fans over two days. A total of 52 groups performed on a waterfront plaza, in a cramped coffeehouse, and on a boat in the harbor. 

There was Bill Staines, his beard bright white, singing traditional folk with lyrics about dusty miles and roadside cafes. But there were also Cajuns playing zydeco, Irish contra dancing, and couples dancing to impromptu jam sessions. 

That diversity of music, organizers said, brought a variety of fans, helping to bring the concert to a long-awaited milestone: the first sellout in the festival's five-year history. To veteran fans, the concert series offered distinct evidence of a folk resurrection. 

"Our station has tried so hard to keep this going," said Barnes Newberry, whose WUMB show, "Highway 61 Revisited" features Bob Dylan and the Byrds. 

"Folk is alive and well," he said. "It's a very nice vibe." 
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Jocelyn Figlock, 7, of Taunton, was among a crowd of 5,000 yesterday at the University of Massachusetts at Boston for the second day of the fifth Boston Folk Festival. / GLOBE STAFF PHOTO / TOM HERDE
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