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Backgrounder:  Evergreen Jazz Festival

10 years of Traditional Jazz
For 10 years, Evergreen, Colorado, the picturesque town in the foothills southwest of Denver, has been home to what one jazz columnist called “the best jazz festival anywhere.”

The festival was founded by Sterling Nelson, who at 82, retires this year as the festival’s music director. He has traveled the country over the years to find traditional jazz groups and individual musicians who have helped the festival gain its reputation for excellence. 

It was Nelson’s seventieth birthday that helped launch the festival. To help him celebrate, he invited local jazz musicians to jam at his party.  It was such a success that many one his friends asked, “Why not do this every year?”  After the initial festival in 2001 proved an artistic success, organizers took a year off, but in 2003 they organized the second EJF.  They’ve done it again and again every year since then, now attracting musicians across the country.

Maybe it shouldn’t be so surprising. Without a river delta, or a Savoy Ballroom, or an 18th & Vine, Evergreen has had its own modest jazz heritage that the Evergreen Jazz Festival is building upon. One of the EJF venues is the Little Bear Saloon.  Though today it has carved out its own reputation as a western “saloon,” it was once called the Red Ram, whose sign still adorns the rustic building on Evergreen’s main street.  During the late 1960s and early 70s, the Red Ram often featured the big bands of Duke Ellington, Count Basie, Buddy Rich, Woody Herman, Glenn Miller and others.  

The festival is the product of a dedicated community where more than 100 volunteers each year come together for the three-day production. With music as broad and varied as jazz, organizers highlight early jazz, meaning the music before World War II. The 30s and 40s were the swing era, where jazz was the popular dance music of the time. Before that was Dixieland and the ancestor of jazz, the blues. It is the music where if you’re not tapping your feet, your heart probably isn’t beating.

The settings and venues for EJF allow the concert goers to tap, sway, dance and swoon.  In addition to the Little Bear, there is the Evergreen Lake House, with its large, lakeside dance floor.  The Elk’s Lodge has two stages, one a large hall with a dance floor and the second the patio for a more intimate feel. The fourth venue is the Evergreen Christian Church, whose sanctuary boasts great acoustics. A regular, free shuttle service connects all the venues.  Refreshments, including spirits, are available at all but the church. 

Among the bands this year are the Yerba Buena Stompers, Independence Hall Jazz Band from Philadelphia, stride pianist John Royens from New Orleans, the Rain Dogs from Kansas City, and the future of traditional jazz, Colorado’s own Jazz Cookers and the Denver All-Stars Youth Band, fresh from their appearance at the prestigious Montreux Jazz Festival in Switzerland.  Other Colorado bands include the After Midnight Jazz Band, the Hot Tomatoes Dance Orchestra and the Gypsy Swing Revue.
Colorado’s Hank Troy and Wende Harston will be featured in the educational portion of EJF.  Sitting in during the festival will be local students, who will also be able to attend workshops scheduled for Thursday and Friday before the festival.  More info. is here: http://evergreenjazz.org/education.html. 
The Evergreen Jazz Festival is organized as a 501 (c)(3) organization and is operated by volunteers in and around the Evergreen, Colo. community. Funding is provided by ticket sales, sponsorships, individual contributions and fundraising events. The festival web site is www.EvergreenJazz.org
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