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Potential Supporting Activities:
Giving direct festival support through underwriting, 1.	
grants, and volunteerism. In 2008 SWBMAI returned 
nearly 50% of member dues to the community in support 
of local music performances. 
Serving as a funding application partner for local 2.	
organizations seeking grants and awards from entities 
such as the Wisconsin Arts Board. In 2007-2008, SWBMAI 
helped community organizations obtain nearly $15,000 
in funding.
Providing organizational membership in and sponsorship 3.	
of entities such as WORT radio, the International 
Bluegrass Music Association (IBMA), and the Bluegrass 

Museum.
Helping to promote 4.	

events through our mailing list, 
newsletter, and website; serving 
as an informational nexus 
for venues, performers, and 
listeners.

Organizing limited, small 5.	
events such as the SWBMAI 
jamboree, and holiday party.

Play
This is where it all began 25 
years ago as thirty people 
jammed for seven hours at 
Quivey’s Grove on May 13, 
1983. Ordinary people playing 
together is a core component 
of what distinguishes Bluegrass 
and Folk music from other 
genres such as classical or 

hip-hop, and has helped develop and sustain the art form 
through generations. And at a time that finds many people 
leading sedentary lifestyles, full of solitary pursuits, gathering 
together to play music creates an active, social vitality for the 
community. 

Potential Supporting Activities:
Continuing SWBMAI’s organization of and financial 1.	
sponsorship of the Tuesday Night Beginners’ Jam.
Identifying and sponsoring additional instructor-2.	
facilitated jams in the community, perhaps one that is 
located in a non-bar venue, or on a weekend day.
Using the SWBMAI website, mailing list, and newsletter to 3.	
connect people looking to play together.
Supporting and promoting playing at area festivals and 4.	
events such as the Jamboree, holiday party, and local 
festivals. 

LEARN
Learning is an integral component of a lifelong attachment 
to a hobby or pursuit. As the learner’s knowledge increases, 
his/her enjoyment of the activity deepens and becomes more 
faceted. It’s the difference between “seeing a movie” and 
becoming a “film buff” or eating in a restaurant and learning 
to cook. The same holds true for the bluegrass fan: as one 
listens to the music one wants to learn more about its history 
and performers (e.g., starting with “Oh! Brother Where Art 
Thou?” and wanting to learn more about Jon Hartford). As one 
gains proficiency in one’s instrument, one wants to acquire 
more skills and play with others. As one discovers the amount 
of study and work demanded by the craft, one comes to 
better appreciate the virtuosity of a performer at a live event.
Fostering an active community of learning and discovery will 
be the cornerstone of SWBMAI’s 2008-2010 strategic activities.  

Potential Supporting Activities:
Directly organizing and sponsoring workshops that 1.	
provide opportunities to learn about the music, as well 
as opportunities to acquire skills that support active 
participation in the music. These events may cover 
instrument building, repair, and maintenance; instrument 
playing; singing; and music appreciation and history. 
They may be standalone, attached to local festivals, open 
to members only, or even school-based.
Publishing informational content that will help the 2.	
community understand, appreciate, and participate in 
the music. 
Awarding direct scholarship support to members of the 3.	
community who wish to actively pursue their interest in 
and education of bluegrass music.  
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Dear Members,
I promised to share the SWBMAI Strategic Plan with you in this 
issue of the Fireball Mall, and you’ll find it beginning on page 
eight. But first, allow me to share some of the context that led 
the board to create it.

Why a Strategic Plan?  As SWBMAI’s 25th year began in April 
2008, the organization did not have any long range plans 
or nor did it have an annual operating budget. As the board 
began discussing what we would do after the summer festival 
season, we began asking questions like “What should we do?”, 
“What are we capable of doing with our resources?”, “What is 
needed in the community?”. We needed a strategic framework 
against which to assess the organization’s activities and re-
sources, so we set about drafting a plan that would articulate 
how we would support SWBMAI’s mission “… to promote the 
education in and enjoyment of Bluegrass music and to pre-
serve the folk traditions from which this music was developed.”

In many ways, the board generally believes that the problems 
that SWBMAI was formed to address twenty-five years ago — 
few opportunities to play together, a lack of quality bluegrass 
performances in the area, the difficulty in finding local informa-
tion, and so on — have been solved.  There are now jams nearly 
every night of the week in the Madison area; top notch acts 
including Ricky Skaggs, the Punch Brothers, and Bela Fleck will 
appear this fall alone; dedicated groups organize wonderful 
festivals such as Sugar Maple, Gandy Dancer, and the Brooklyn 
Bluegrass Festival; and local and national Internet sites such as 
the theDailyPage.com, and Mandolincafe.com provide compre-
hensive information to listeners and learners alike. 

This is an absolutely wonderful result and stands as a testa-
ment to the foundation architected by Bruce Nichols as the 
first SWBMAI president, and nurtured through the last two 
and a half decades by countless volunteers, board officers, and 
community members.  

So what should be the mission for the next 25 years? I don’t 
know the answer to this question, but we are determined to 
keep asking the questions and to keep searching for good an-
swers. The following pages highlight a general direction that 
the board nearly unanimously believes we should pursue over 
the next 18 months, steps that I’m confident can serve as the 
first flagstone on the path for the next 25 years. 

Over the coming months, the board and I will be working to 
prioritize the activities we will conduct in support of the strate-
gic plan’s themes, set funding and budget targets, and to locate 
people who would want to lead various activities.  SWBMAI 
exists to enrich your lives and communities, not just mine or 
the board’s, but we can’t do it without your help. So I invite you 
to give me feedback on the strategic plan, to suggest specific 
ways in which we might accomplish it, to volunteer your talents 
and labors, and/or contribute your treasure to the cause.

At your service,
George L. Reynolds, President 

What is the Southern Wisconsin Bluegrass 
Music Association?
The Southern Wisconsin Bluegrass Music Association is 25-
year old non-stock, not for profit educational corporation 
currently headquartered in Madison, WI.

Mission
The purpose of SWBMAI is to promote the education in 
and enjoyment of Bluegrass music and to preserve the folk 
traditions from which this music was developed.

Vision
In pursuing its purpose, SWBMAI 
will seek to enrich southern 
Wisconsin communities by 
supporting active participation in 
bluegrass music.  

2008-2010 Strategic Plan: 
“Listen, Play, Learn”
The Southern Wisconsin 
Bluegrass Music Association will 
support its strategic mission by 
concentrating on three self-
reinforcing activities: listening to 
music; playing music with others, 
and learning about the music, its 
performers, and the instruments. 

Listen
Listening to Bluegrass music, especially live performances, 
is an enjoyable, rewarding, and instructive experience 
that has long been supported by SWBMAI. Historically, 
SWBMAI was needed to actively organize, promote, and 
operate listening events such as concerts and festivals; often 
consuming significant amounts of labor, money, and risk in 
doing so. Today, commercial venues such as the Barrymore 
Theater, the Overture Center, and the High Noon Saloon, 
and volunteer organizations such as Four Lakes Traditional 
Music Collective, provide these opportunities far more 
regularly and ably than SWBMAI is equipped to do. However, 
SWBMAI is committed to continuing to help create listening 
opportunities in the Southern Wisconsin community, and 
can do so through more indirect means such as funding 
grants, and promotional support. 

SWBMAI 2008-2010 Strategic Plan:  Listen, Play, Learn

What Do You Think?

Your input is vitally important in 
determining the future direction of 
SWBMAI. Please let us know what you 
think of this strategic plan, and give us 
your own suggestions!

GO TO ON-LINE SURVEY AT:
http://www.swbmai.org/membersurvey

It only takes a few minutes! We look 
forward to hearing  from you.

http://www.swbmai.org/membersurvey
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NashCamp 2008

By: Julie Cherney

January ‘08 in Wisconsin.  Christmas is over.  The New Year has 
come and gone.  The Packers blew it in the playoffs and another 
winter storm threatening to dump a foot of snow is on its way.  I 
should have written blue yodel #154, but instead I watched an 
inordinate amount of TV and settled into lethargy.

One day I get an email from my 
pal Karen asking if I’d be inter-
ested in attending NashCamp.  
Hmmm.  A week of picking, sing-
ing, learning and having a good 
ole time in a place far from winter. 
It took me a day or two of pon-
dering, but I was sold.  My other 
pal Catherine needed even less 
time to decide.  “Let’s go!” she said 
on the spot.  And a little farther 
down the road our fourth pal Te-
resa said, “I’m kenneling my dogs 
and coming with you!”  It was 
decided; four girls from Wisconsin 
were going to take Cumberland 
Furnace, TN by storm.

Day 1	 After a long winter, fol-
lowed by a quick spring, Teresa’s 
retirement, my almost undefeated softball season, Karen’s certi-
fication exam and Catherine’s computer class from hell, we were 
on the road. We were as giddy as school girls wondering what this 
experience would be like,  who the other Nashcampers would 
be and what kind of instruction we would get.  Nothing could 
dampen our spirits! Not even the elongated drive through Illinois 
and a 3 hour traffic jam in Effingham!  Our first stop, Peducah, KY.  

Day 2	  With a song in our hearts and Illinois in our dust, we 
were two hours away from the "premier camp for acoustic music 
and songwriting.”  Up the steep driveway sits the restored Drouil-
lard Mansion three stories high with an exquisite wrap-around 
porch.  The carriage house is 100 feet away and is where the 
classes and concerts are held.  Surrounding these two structures 
are rustic wood cabins for the Nashcampers.  All this rests on many 
acres of land with lovely wooded walking trails. 

After registering, I  eyed the other newcomers.   Who were they? 
How skilled were they on their instruments?  Everyone seemed 
nervous, but the camp director gave us all a warm welcome 
followed by an introduction of the instructors:  Bill Evans for the 
banjo, Tim Stafford for the guitar, Mike Compton for the mandolin, 
Fletcher Bright for the fiddle, Jim Hurst for vocals, and Mark Shatz 
for the bass.  With no time to waste, we broke up according to our 
instrument and had our first lesson.  

My class was considerably multi-leveled, but my instructor, Bill 
Evans, was adept at catering to everyone.  In a cozy wooded class-
room, we reviewed rolls (or learned them for the first time).  Over 
the course of the week, we would follow with licks, how to create a 
solo, backing up and practicing songs from tablature, with ample 
time for questions.

After the initial class, we reassembled into the carriage house for 
a band demo.  Then we feasted on another gourmet meal.  The 
mood was lighter and I talked with Bill about his background 

in ethnomusicology.  Discovering other facets of these musical 
geniuses is a perk of this camp.  I chatted up other campers and as 
far as I could tell, the Wisconsin contingent was the northernmost.  
The majority were from the South, so WE had the exotic accents.

In the evenings, we were treated to a concert by an instructor.  The 
first night’s performance was given by Tim Stafford; Grammy and 
IBMA winner, wonderful songwriter and founding member of Blue 

Highway.  After the concert we 
had free time.  Inspired by the 
day’s lessons, we got our instru-
ments and proceeded to jam.  

Day 3	After an amazing breakfast 
we all went to our classes.  Each 
morning’s class was 3 hours 
long….full of valuable informa-
tion, but intense.  Because of this 
and the intimacy of the setting, 
we were able to get to know each 
other really well.  Many funny 
stories and jokes were told and I 
laughed myself silly.

At lunch  I talked at length with 
Tim Stafford.  Not about music, 
but about topics ranging from 
history (he was on the academic 

track working on a Ph.D. in history before music snatched him up) 
to the state of the union to the fate of the Packers. Then it was off 
to our elective classes.   Mine was Fletcher Bright’s harmonizing 
class.  Other classes included old-timey mandolin, music theory, 
and instrument care and set-up.  

Later, we all met to pick people and form our own bands.  Brave 
Teresa wanted the experience of playing with other people but 
the rest of us stuck together.  So with a mandolin, guitar and banjo 
accounted for, we picked up Fred, the bassist from D.C., as well 
as  Virginia, the fiddler from South Carolina.  We called ourselves 
Fred and the Betties.  Nabbing Jim Hurst as our coach, we began 
rehearsing the two songs that we would perform at the world 
famous Station Inn!  Hallowed ground for all bluegrassers! 

I had been nervous about this prospect.  Fortunately, Jim was 
great at calming us down and going step-by-step about what we 
needed to do.  Pick two songs.  Decide who does the lead, who 
does the harmony, who gets what break and when. It was easy 
enough to make those decisions.  The hard part was making it 
sound good.  Or at least adequate.  Fortunately, everyone was 
energized and excited.  

After yet another amazing meal, I grabbed Karen and we ventured 
out for a hike. Then we skipped over to the veranda and were 
entertained by Fletcher Bright’s band, The Dismembered Tennes-
seans.  Fletcher’s firey fiddle performance commanded energy 
people half his age would have difficulty mustering. 

Being from the city that boasts the #1 party university in the U.S., 
our reputation preceded us as Catherine, Karen and I had our 
room designated as party central.  So later that evening, folks con-
gregated in room 44, instruments and all.  I was sitting between 
Mark Shatz on claw hammer banjo and Tim Stafford on his com-
posite guitar, astounded by their virtuosity.  As we were listening, I 
looked over at Catherine as she mouthed, “I’m in HEAVEN!” 

Day 4	 As we settled in for our morning classes.  Bill asked us 
what songs our bands had chosen and in what keys.  He quickly 
deciphered that some of us were playing in difficult keys for the 
banjo.  I thought it was my lack of ability to play in D but even Bill 
has problems with D.  So he gave us tips to make this key easier.   

Band practice followed lunch.  Fred and the Betties gathered to 
nail Red Clay Halo and Don’t Go Out Tonight.  Coach Jim Hurst 
made suggestions on our solos, vocals and on stage positioning.  
Jim kept cracking jokes and making things light until we got in a 
groove.  Catherine and Karen sang a splendid duet on Red Clay 
Halo.  I was in a harmonizing trio for Don’t Go Out Tonight with 
Karen (a.k.a Betty) and Moxie, taking the lead.  

Next dinner, then the concert by Bill Evans, Mike Compton, Mark 
Shatz and Jim Hurst.  Bill entertained us with his dexterity on the 
banjo playing bluegrass, a bit of jazz and the Clarinet Polka.  Mike 
did a fiddle tune on the mandolin while Mark clogged on a table 
top.  Jim’s amazing flat-picking followed.  I was astounded at the 
work they put into their show on top of all the teaching.

Then  back to party central in Rm. 44.  No instruments this time.  
We sat in a circle as Mark, Tim and Bill entertained us with stories 
of life on the road.  Humor must be a pre-requisite for musicians 
because these guys had it in abundance.  Tim  launched into one 
impression after another while we were all laughing hysterically.  

Day 5	 Delicious breakfast, 3 hour class, sleep deprivation and 
reaching my saturation point.  It was all worth it though because I 
had never felt so stimulated.  Still, the Station Inn gig was looming 
ever closer and my anxiety level was getting higher.  I took advan-
tage of the nature walk again, shot some hoops and took Mark’s 
clogging/hambone elective, the perfect elixir for nervousness.  His 
relaxed style and flawless timing made him a joy to watch.  We 
tried to mimic him, but turned it into a flailing mess!  Still, Mark 
broke down the steps enough to make one or two stick.

Band practice.  I was on edge.  Jim suggested doing my solo up 
the neck.  I tried it but wasn’t comfortable.  “Getting out of your 
comfort zone is what it’s all about,” he said.  Well I was in the 
discomfort stratosphere.  But I wasn’t at NashCamp to play it safe 
so up the neck I went.  Everyone else in the band was studiously 
learning their parts.  Catherine brought recording apparatus, re-
corded us, analyzed her part and got it down pat.  Virginia, a clas-
sically trained violinist, was trying her darndest to fiddle.  Karen 
got coached on her solo and calmly went about practicing until 
callused.  And bass player Fred, trying to embody Shecky Greene, 
was practicing his shtick.  Dinner time and my nerves were frayed.  

The after-dinner concert featured Mark Shatz and Jim Hurst.  Jim 
wowed us with his flat-picking and steel guitar skill. Mark did some 
amazing claw hammering.  

We all bought cds and books from the instructors after the show, 
signed with very nice personal messages.  Folks were sniffing 
around for another party, but we had to put the kabash on that.  A 
good night’s sleep was in the plans for the Wisconsin girls.  Still, we 
hung around a bit and listened to some jamming showcasing the 
most talented among us, the Swanson family from Florida.  

Day 6	 Our last day.  We wrapped up our banjo class with final 
questions and a class picture.  We were sad as we’d gotten into a 
routine and now it was time to say good-bye.  

Performance time was fast approaching and my nerves were rac-
ing. I formed a plan to bolt.  I wasn’t the only one who thought of 
going AWOL.  But I had no way of leaving the grounds aside from 

running away, and in the heat and humidity I knew I wouldn’t get 
very far.  So I decided to stay and went to my final elective…Clog-
ging II.  And more band practice.  I’d come to the conclusion that 
I was as good as I was going to get and that there would be a real 
possibility of screwing up.  But if I could screw up at the Station Inn 
and survive, I could screw up anywhere and be okay!

After dinner we loaded on the bus to Nashville.  It was a pleasant 
drive, the first after five days of secluded living on the Drouillard 
grounds.  As we approached the city and the Station Inn, my heart 
started to pound.  We disembarked, picked up our instruments 
and filed into the bar.

Despite its big reputation, the Station Inn is an unpretentious 
venue.  It’s basically one big room with a small stage and posters 
and pictures of everyone who’s anyone in bluegrass.  You can feel 
the presence of Bill Monroe, John Duffey, Lester Flatt and Roland 
White who was actually in the audience that night.

The first act was the instructors themselves.  Each played a dif-
ferent instrument in an effort to show solidarity.  It worked.  They 
struggled and we all breathed a big sigh of relief.  But then they 
got their instruments back and did a wonderful version of Another 
Night led by Tim.  So much for struggling. 

On came the first round of Nashcampers.  Good for them.  Get it 
over with.  The crowd couldn’t have been more supportive.  Out 
came the second, then the third with our Teresa on the fiddle. 
Band four…then us.  We ducked into the warm-up room.  What 
a trip to be warming up in the same room as all my bluegrass 
heroes had before me. I had barely gotten my banjo on when 
we were called on stage.  I was sweating bullets!  Off we went to 
cheers and thank God, no jeers. I looked out over the crowd.  I 
smiled at my fellow campers and instructors and they gave big 
smiles back.  

It was up to Fred to introduce the band and turn on the humor 
which wasn’t difficult to do as he was chomping at the bit.  One-
liners came spewing out of him, cracking up the audience and 
easing the tension.  He eventually had to be dragged off by cane 
so we could start our set.  Karen and Catherine launched into 
Red Clay Halo with beautiful harmonies.  The others joined in 
and each did superbly with their solos.  I, as feared, stumbled…
but recovered!  The audience was totally with me.  They crossed 
their fingers when I flubbed up my up-the-neck solo, but cheered 
me on when I got my bearings!  When we finished, we heard “All 
right cheeseheads!” and the crowd applauded uproariously.  We 
finished nicely with Don’t Go Out Tonight and exited beaming 
with pride and an adrenaline overload. 

We cheered on the remaining bands, relaxing with our drinks and 
taking final pictures of all our new friends.  It was wonderful!  And 
raucous!  But ended as quickly as it began.  When the last band 
finished, we packed up our instruments, got back on the bus and 
drove back home where blackberry cobbler awaited us.  Around 
the table we rehashed our sets as if reliving the plays of a champi-
onship game we’d just won.  It was such a bonding experience. 

As intense and fun as it was, it was too short.  I’m already plan-
ning bluegrass camp 2009!  If you are in a musical slump, I would 
highly recommend some kind of camp.  It will inspire, energize 
and connect you to a whole new network of people.  And if you’re 
lucky, you might be able to perform on a stage graced by all your 
bluegrass heroes.  

Photo L to R:  Fred and the Betties — Virginia, Catherine Rhyner, Fred, Karen  
Sonnenblick and Julie Cherney


