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In the old days, before folk music became a business, open stages were often called "Come-all-ye's." The idea went beyond simply opening the stage to aspiring performers; it suggested that everyone has a song, a dance, or a story worth sharing. 

Folk has retained some of that accessibility, but like all modern music forms, it is now defined by its stars. In the last few years, however, there has been a striking rise in the number of fans who want to get more actively involved. Major festivals are greatly boosting attendance by offering non stop folk dancing; and weeklong music camps, in which fans are taught by professional folk artists, are popping up all over. 

"This is a huge movement," said Dick Pleasants, popular host of WGBH-FM's Saturday "Folk Heritage" program, and weekday morning host at folk station WUMB-FM. He is also director of the WUMB Summer Acoustic Music Week, an instruction camp held July 14-20 and August 18-24 on the shores of Lake Winnipesaukee, in New Hampshire. 

"This is becoming more of a playing folk-music crowd than ever before. If you look at Acoustic Guitar magazine, [www.acousticguitar.com] it takes pages and pages to list the music camps there are around the country. It's really becoming a big business." 

He stressed that only a couple of alumni from SAM-W, as the event is called, have gone on to perform professionally. Most are just people seeking an enhanced enjoyment of music as a social hobby. A few slots for both weeks remain; call 617-287-6900 for information. 

The Gaelic Roots Summer School and Festival, held every June at Boston College, sold out weeks after registration was opened in December, with people coming from as far away as Japan, Australia, and Ireland to learn Celtic music from masters such as Altan's Mairead Ni Mhaonaigh, fiddle legend Kevin Burke, and bouzouki innovator Andy Irvine. To encourage more local participation, director Seamus Connolly will accept applications for 2003 immediately after this year's festival (617-552-0490). 

Although she is one of the biggest stars in Celtic music, fiddler Eileen Ivers teaches at music camps whenever she can, and says she had a grand time at Gaelic Roots a few years ago. 

"I love doings workshops and camps," she said between rehearsals for an upcoming "Eve ning at Pops" PBS special. "They're great for the people who come, but also for the musicians who teach. We hook up with old friends, make new ones, and they're great places to pick up tunes. It's only in the last few years that Irish music has been seen as a serious performance art. It's always existed as a tradition that's been handed down, primarily played in a social way. So it feels very natural for me to be in an environment like Gae lic Roots." 

Falcon Ridge may be known primarily as the Northeast's premier songwriter gathering, but it's also a thriving folk-dance festival. Director Anne Saunders estimates that roughly a quarter of the nearly 4,000 fans are there primarily to dance, and spend little or no time at the concert stages. 

The Lowell Folk Festival is having similar success with a non-stop dance area it added three years ago. Organizers have had to expand it every year, finally closing off an entire city block to accommodate the demand. 

"The response has been overwhelming," said Sue Leggat, events coordinator for the Lowell National Park. "I think more people want to participate in this event. There's an element of do in a lot of our visitors now." 

Gerry Katz, president of the Boston Bluegrass Union, has noticed a sharp increase in the number of pickers at bluegrass festivals, fans who spend much of their time playing music at campfire and parking-lot jam sessions. He strongly recommended the Labor Day Thomas Point Beach Bluegrass Festival as the area's best event for informal pickin' parties (www.thomas pointbeach.com). 

"What's really striking is the growing number of young pickers," he said. "I think it's a reaction to the pop-music industry, which is an increasingly mass-produced commodity. People want to get closer to the music. It's a totally different scene; music as a lifestyle more than a consumer product." 
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The Falcon Ridge Folk Festival, July 26-28, is the region's premier gathering of songwriters, but also a thriving folk-dance festival.
PHOTO 

Memo:
FOLK MUSIC 

Copyright (c) 2002 Globe Newspaper Company
Record Number: 0206020069

