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FOLK MUSIC CLUBS IN WICIIITA:
MELODY AND PROTEST
by Patrick Joseph O'Connor

The Newport Folk Testival first ook
place i 1939, By 1963, the [olk music
program Hoofcnauny  was  broadeast o
millions of homes on ABC  evening
television. Ilits by the Kingston Trio and the
Irish Rovers were a part of radio listening,
Amcrica had cmbraced folk mmnsic and
several [olk clubs emerged for local
performers to join in the singing. “This paper
will assess the impact the falk movement
had v Wichita, juxtaposing this city in the
Midwest against those of both coasts, from
whenee moest olten movemnens spring. The
plains arc the providers, answering these
urhan calls with versions of our own.

The young thinkers ol the "60s found in
lolk mnsic beauty, hnmos, and sardonic
depiction of American life, They saw in the
counlry @ trouble with eacess and eredit
buying. The folk gatherings and
performances, held in homes or in recently
[orined clubs, were a moment for quict
recogailion of isdirection aud fostering
agreement on the way out. Where was this
going?

While maony perforimers lilled (heir
repertory with traditional folk, shutining the
topical. in actoality masny (olk songs were of
protest themes--Woody Guthrie’s This Land
Is Your Land, and the anonymous ballad
Stagedee, for instance. The mowd of the
music was one ol drama and thought,
interspersed  with  satire.  The  simple
instruments  and  recognition of  the
propertics of democratization  that  folk
music possessed  (the ability 1o be played
and sung by many} carried the feeling of
activism,

Robbic Wolliver, in his book on Gerdes
Folk City in Greenwich Village, wrote "The
beats turned neighborhood cales into smoky
dens of jazz, folk. and poetry.” While the
beats’ atlinity for folk music s suspect,
public pereeplion pur the guilar into the
beulniks' hands and the music of the people
into their haunts.

Dave Van Ronk maintajined in an
interview (that: "The whole beatnik thing had
become a mass-media preoceupation. The
beatniks hated folk mwsie. The real beats
liked vool jazz, bebop, and hard drogs.
When o folk singer would lake the stuye
between two brat pocts, all the Tinsec-
popping mamas and  daddies would do
everylhing but hold their noses. When the
beal poet would get up. all the folk fans iu
the hovse woald do likewise. A lot of
people came tw the Village o see healniks
and ended up seeing lolk music."

Gerdes TFolk Ciy opened in 1960 and
guickly hecame the paramount place w play
Iolk wnusic. By the early *60s, the beatniks
had left Greenwich Village, migrating Lo
San Francisco aud other points west. ‘This
left the devotees of [olk music ready-inade
pathering spots. Robert Shelton, music
writer for the New York Tines, repularly
reviewed new acts as they appeared on
Gerdes  hootensnny  nights. On these
ocvasions, anvone could walk in. sign 2
sheet, and wail for a chance o perfomm,
thus allowing a cominuing march of talent
that enhanced Lhe cralt

Samue!  Forcucei, chwr of  the
Department of Music at University of New
York at Condand, writes "The first hall of
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the twenlieth century eould aptly be
described as ‘folk song void’. All the
ingredients necessary for the creation,
dissemination, and pepularization of [olk
music had suddenly disappeared.” It is his
view that traditionalisin was gone and that
pride in one’s job was replaced with desire
to move np financially. Looking back on the
Jazz Age, [Forcucei einphasized Lhat jazz was
not a newer form of [olk musie, as many
had suggested. Jazz, he explains, had a
musical nessage while [olk music told a
story.

This does not explain Slavic [olk
mclodies or [rish jigs and reels--thongh
lyries might have existed for Lhcse at one
titne--bur these folk eompasitions, belonging
ta the people, arc nelodic, poignant, easily
uaderstanduble (unes, regardless of Lhe
eomplexity of arrangemncnt. They oiter a
musically conservative incssage, as opposcd
1o the ollen discordant tones of jazz. The
rules shilt a bit however, and Lhere is no
way to make sweeping statements about
either genre of music with Iinaliry. It is only
snggested  (hat [olk music glorifies he
simple splendor of natnre and thar jazz is of
the city.

A social conscicnee hegan to emerge in
the *50s and *60s. "It seetned nneonscionable
that a nation that had recently fought a war
to prescrve the democratic principles of
human rights could . ., deny some of its
own people that precise privilege of
freedomn . . .7

During the early '60s, inany Armerican
youths, Lheir attitudes and affiliations jolted
by the beamiks, rejected the materialistic
and [uadamentalist spirituality of (his
country. While the beals advocated non-
associalion, hard drug use and
homosexuality as a supreme statcment
against the system, these folk music
praetitioners chose "asimple, nncotnplicated
life reminiscent of early rura! America.
Theirs wus a hiphly positive movement Lhat
heralded a return to group traditionalismn.™

These youths had a message o spread

and a mcthod of group commuunication for
daing ir: the [olk song and hootenanny.
Many of the tunes were borrowed [rom
tradition but the lyries chanped to those of
a deeper meaning than "Skip To My Lou.”
Even the [ael that the old songs were sung
in that modern age was indicative of the
reformn sentitment of thc movement. These
contemnporary topical cowmpositions wcre
known as protest lolk songs and those

people, mostly young, who were not
appreciative of che [fincr points  of
materialism and nationalisin, [ound a

musical outlet. Rock and roll, which many
in the estahlishment eonsidercd critical of
socicty, was thoughl by the [olk alicionados
lo be vapid teen-song. It was loud and
rauccus but the message was, for the most
part, siinply an invitation 10 enjoy the
ameunities of the cultuse, unlrammeled by
morality in some instanees-to carve ont a
place where the elders dare not tread. It
was the majorily music of the yonth.

Jarz fans disliked both rock and lolk.
In 1964, Gene Lees wrote in HiFi/Stereo
Review "The majonry [of folk siugers] have
bad lime, 2 poor sense of phrasing. bad
vocal sound, uncontrolled and thin vibrato,
no sustaining power, o ecar  for
harmony . . ." He takes folk singers 10 tusk
for wriling songs about a rustic mode o life
they haven’t expericnced. and charges that
*. .. when artis chained to temporary social
problems, it can only he temeporary arc. . .™

llc certainly was corrcel about the
ficeting aspect of Lhe folk revival. One canld
see that the commercialization and virtual
dilution of folk music by snch perfonmers as
The Mew Christy Minstrels, The Smothers
Brothers, Jndy Collins, and a host of others,
would trouble jazz pnrists. Their music had
always lost Lhe popularily contest. And
many in the [folk [icld--fans and
performers--had tronble with that American
phenomena ol  promotion  and  mass
packaging, particularly of a movement that
spoke  apainst  waterialism.  DBut  the
spreading of the simple folk concept was



aided by thesc slick, opportonistic
practitioncts, and the mmsic of serious
composers like Bob Dylan and Phil Oehs
was brought belore the public, performed by
Peter, Paul and Macy and others. Indecd
the radic and other media brought the new
emphasis on [olk nusic to the plains,

One venue for folk musieians in
Wichita was Moody's Skidrow Beanery, in
operation in 1964 and 1965, A current
newspaper deseription of the place read; "It
embraees a [ew riekely booths, mwp old
solas, an antignated organ, piano, and soine
paintings.” Along with poetry readings and
the impromptu art sbow, topical lolk music
was featured. The patrons of the Beanery
and other coflee houses were classified s
beatniks by local media. The owner of the
Beanery, Moody Connell, had it in mind 1o
serve both the city’s transicnts and the
beats. He hud his share of tronble with
health code wiolations and  police
harassincnt over the snegestive art work and
avant-garde publications and sold oul 1o a
couple (rom San Francisco, Chloe and Ike
Pasker. in early 1966.

They renamed the place the Voriex
and in May of that year had as a visitor, one
of the recognized [onuders of the beat
movement, Allen  Ginsberg.  Former
Wichitan writer Charles Plymnell, who had
known Connell, ecunimented on this visit o
Wichita:

1 took hun [Ginsberp] down there und
he gave a reading. We went into the
Salvation Anny and Okie's [tavern).” These
were located on the sune block. Ginsberg,
on a tour of Ameriva in a2 VW Camper
purchiased through a 36000 Gupgenheimn
grant, also went into the Showboat Tavern.
a place in southeast Wichita that featured
well-serubbed lolk singers. Ile wrote of his
inpressions of the land and people in the
poem "Wichita Vortex Sutra,” seleerions ol
which were published in the May 27, 1960,
issue ol Life.

Grant Kenyon, then prolessor of
psychology at Wichitn State  University,
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recalled the poet’s appearance on campus.
"Ginsberg pave a reading [rom Howl. Bobby
Stour [Wichita police detective] was sent up
to arrest him. He knew the police were in
the audience and said he would lake the
police to court il he was gnoted out of
eontexl.” No eharpes were [iled.

James Mechein, (ietion writer and
longtime Wichica resident, was visited by the
poet. "1 was working at the Eagle and went
to sce Ginsberp read at the Vorex. Ie
came to see me al the lunchroom and I
wasn't down there filteen minutes when
they sent a copy boy down to get me. They
|Wichita Eagle editors] didn’t like himn at
all.”

Mechem reealled many of the ciny’s
collee houses frown the Inte "50s and carly
00s.

"I went to lhe 1d, the Green Parrol,
B.C.’s, the Dotega on Donglas between
Market and Main, and the Zodiae. There
was Tolk wusic in some of 1hew. 1
remember ane  fellow, Tom Dickerson.
played his puitar whercver he went.

"B.C.’s [located on the east side, off of
Eliphway 54] was definitely a coffee house
and a cale. Gregory Groshard ran it. Ile
was a soldier ol [ortune and had been to
Cuba. 11e just blew into Lown and was into
everything. When they [nrnished it, he had
artistic, hondmade plates and eups. People
were stealing  themn. 1le had a grand
opeuing.

"All his clientele were artists and
writers. The damn thing just took off and
everybady came in. Anyhody who was
anybody went there, the intelligentsia of this
town. And this happened all at once. JI was
an expensive place, as 1 recall.

"The Id [also on the east side] gave me
the first espresso colfce 1 had. We were all
kind of beatnik. Dick Grove, I'hc director of
the Wichita Art Museum, used to go there.
They dida't have anythuig elae--just
sanncthing to go with the coffee.”

Mechem recalled listening o Durbara
Kerr, a black perlonmer. "It was in a place
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called the New or Modern ar samnething or
other. ‘The owner committed snicide by
jumping off the Kellogg Bridge and hanging
himsell." According to Mechem, the Eagle
published a praphic photo which eaused a
stir at the time,

"The Green Parror was on east Donglas
in one of those big houses." Mechem met
friends there oceasionally. He preferred
poetry and discussion 10 (olk singing.

"My major contact with folk musie wus
at house partics. There was music all night
tong. Every time we were at a party they
would start up a folk sosy and it would just
last fTorever.” The gatherings were cultural
cvents, realfirmations of scope and direction
for Wichita’s ortists and liberal idealists.
“We didin’t read too swuch poetry at parlies.
Lvery party wonld degenerate into folk
singing. We never sat on chairs, We always
sat on the Noor.”

Wichita had folk music well into the
larier part of the '60s. The Qctober 12,
1967, cdition of ANexns. Wichita's  [irst
undergronnd vewspaper, had an ad for the
Blackour Tavern, loeated ncar Wiehila State
University. Folk singers listed were 'Tncsday:
Hurry Weldon; Wednesday: Susie Steward;
Thursday: Susan Wilkinson; and Saturday:
Myrna and Steve.

The 500-sguare-lool Blackout's "sluge”
was sunply a long-legped wooden stool at
the corner of the bar and the east wall
There was a siugle, antiqualed PA speaker
mounted near the ceiling and microphones
[or voice and poitar, hagjo or antoharp. The
crowd was usually quiet enough [or the
singers to be heard. As it was a college
ravern however, there were oceasionally
noisy customers, Yet the ood of the tmes
was  that ol spreading the nessage--
describing, the ills and proposing a4 core.
Those serinus listeners were 1nost oflen able
to silence those who were not.

Jed Clossen is onc of Wichita's [elk
practilioners.  He  first  performed in
Lawrence, when a siodent at Ransas
University in the early '60s, at an open mike

at the Gaslight ravern. "I was playing
traditional folk 1hen, doing ihe songs of
Vance Randolph, traditional Missouri
music.”

Clossen did not play protest Jolk. "1
stayed the beck away (rom that, T was doing
Woedy Guthrie, and Tom Paxton.”

His instrument wias a Martin acoustic
guitar. "I mowed lawns all snmmer in 1937
to pay olf $70.00 for a [model] 018.

"l got to know Rasalea Yoder, who
luter had Rosalea’s Hotel in Ilarper. She
had a little house traiter in North Lawrence,
where the black cominunity was. We had
some parties there. Yhis was in "63 and ‘&4,

Alter his rerurn from  Lawrence,
Clossen first played in Wichita ac gatherings
at the house of Tom and Kay Grow and al
the Dlackout. 1lc had been going Lo collec
houses stnce high school,

"1 remember B.C.'s. 1 heard Pete
Isaacson rhere. And there were poelry
readings al the Grecu Parrot complete with
bouga.”

Clossen, along with his late wile, the
well known writer Kay Grow Clossen, had a
radio show of fotk musie in "08 and '69. It
was called Freight Train and aired on
Wichita State University's KMUW.

"We did it live. We used to tape it but
the stndents fproduction stall] kept messing,
up the tape. Onc time they ran the first hall
hour of (he show backwards, [ kepr phoning
the station hot eouldn’t get through.”

The Qossens, who performed muoch of
the music, had to learn Llen or twelve songs
cach week. The program ran for a year and
a half. Tt was a lot of work to do thar
thing."”

Clossen recalls sharing the Blackout
slage over lhe vourse of an evening with
Harry Weldon, and Buddy Lee on electric
piano. Doth men were in their enties and
were WSH sindents who worked ar the
tavern. Weldon. who was froin West
Virpinia, played pnitar and aurcharp, and
was perhaps  the nost [plluential  [olk
perfonmer in the city during that time. In



gddirion 1o bringing  the auhentc
Appalachian music to the Midwest, he was
also a fietisn writer who served as editor of
WSU's literary magazine, Mikrokosmos.

In 1967 Moody [Conpell] had a big
party. It started ar a wresiling gyuniasium
around Central and Ilydraulic and it wrned
into a fleatiog fenr-day party. We ended up
at a sand pit somewhere.

“fust aboul everybody involved with
somecne tamantically had broken up with
¢ach other by the cod of ¢hat one.”

Mnsician Barbara Kerr reculled her
introdiction to Wicbila Iulk singing. "The
Grow Loinily wsed 10 have hoolenannies at
their house on Lorraine. I was prohably the
oaly black that was into that. 1 weul w
Frisco in "64 and was a [olk singing hippie.
1 played the 1 and Thou and other ciubs, 1
wias there for ten yeuars and tad a hauschoat
in Sousalito, and lived for a time in Haight
Ashbury.”

Classicilly traincd in voice and viola,
Kers was inlluenced by Toan Baer and Jow
Mitchell. Her lirst visit to a cofiee house
wus arf the Id at 13th and orraine. This was
in the late "30s.

“They had folk mosie, Beatnik jues was
at B.C.’s and at the Workshop on Central
[street].”

Soon she had (aken a part in the
process. *1 played guitar and sang. We were
sa mach into one own lide world that whi
everybody elsc thought didn't matier.”

After leaving Wichita, Kerr rap into
Charles Plyinell, musician JTanie Rebertson,
and fiim maker Bruce Couner. all Kansans
holding ¢ourt in San Francisco.

"This was rhrough the San Francisce
Art lostitute. T modelied there.”

Aller her daughler Eanh wis born,
Kerr did oot perfonn for ten years. ')
Mahal enzouraged e o start playing agan.
Ie lived ap the sireet. Richic [Iavens was a
‘riend, luu. Those were phenemenat fimcs,
You wend o Golden Gate Park in tie
Pantandlc und there was a concerl every
Sungay."
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Kerris ewrenlly playing swing violin six
nights a week 4t 4 cowboy club. and is again
rying fo leave Wichita. "Though, T was
talking lo |jazz guitanst and former
Wichitan] Jerry 11ahn whe was in tawn lrom
Oregon. He said he didn't play that many
nights himself. I'm prond fo be paying the
bills with munsic.”

She feels the story of her life, told ia
song and communal musieianship, had a
salid hegioning in this Midwesiera dry.

"Back then, it wis snch a statemsnt for
everyoody [rom Wickita to play [olk music,
toming out of the beul moverent. If you
wese weeepted by that group then it was
vour farnily. You didn’t care what everybody
else thought. Iwas real lucky Lo be a part of
it. It made me a lot of what 1 am today.

“We learned s who you are that’s of
value instead of what's outside. We were all
iavolved in a siropgle 10 say somethiug that
a new generation badn't said belule. 1t was
surprising  how much of thit wis in
Wichita"

Musical rastes change, and the latter
pat of the decade ol the "60s was {illed with
violent protest. Concnsrently, Lopical inusic
changed  format  from folk 1o rogk,
transitionally named fok rock. Expositers of
this penre were: DBob Dylan (in his
Stibterranean Homesick Rlies), the Byrds,
Sinon and  Gurfonkel, and  Bria's
Penangle and Steeleye Span. Tiw electric
twelve-string guirnr wis heavily [favored.
Wichira’s folk singer Peie Linacson added
lead guitar and drums lo his act 0 1568,

These urtists intenf on altering the
psyche of the nation ehose the idiom of
rock to spread rheir message. A greater
nuinber ol people were reached--eleciric
guitars, organs and pianos, bass, and drums
allowed for more theatrics. The people
could rock and damce to songs condemning
plained disasrer, and the wreckage of (he
culrai and ecologizal environment. But the
wnpetus {or cach yneasuwe cane (rom [olk
music.

Wichita was caught up in the pulse of
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the beat and [olk music movements. The
ciry was possessed of native talent and this
was channeled info the underground
expositions of thematic reform and idyllic
porport. As in the case of Ginsberg’s
readings around town and Moody Connell’s
experiences with censorship, the beats were
more controversial, acting as alightning rod
in the coimmunity with their obscenity and
drug use. Folk singers possessed the mantle
of the sinple songs that buoyed and
chronicled society. They were quiet in their
protest--indeed many folk songs have been
sung so long that the original defiant
message is no longer perccived--unlike the
folk rockers who came after them. Perhaps
society approved of such  well-behaved

dissidence, having experienced the brat
movement.

At any rate, the folk perlormers in
Wichita found a greater degree of tolerance
than the beuatniks. Many, such as Barbara
Kerr, passed through lolk music into thar of
more complex arrangement. Others, like Jed
Clossen, remained in the fold. It was a
movement begnn in hones, like that of Kay
Grow Clossen’s, (hat  helped launch
questioning youths, the social incynities
giving them a purpose and Lhe music an
outiet, The microtosm of Wichita serves a
study into the breadth and being of the
movenent in the cenier stage of Ainerica.
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