Home Routes through Alberta

I'm staring out the window of an Air Canada regional jet a mile above The Rockies sailing south down to Phoenix having just played an amazing little tour organized by an outfit called Home Routes. Let me tell you about it:

Home Routes is the brainchild of a guy I met in a Chinese restaurant in Ottawa. Mitch Podolak is his name and my mate Danny tells me he's the grandfather/godfather of Canadian folk music, personally culpable for the proliferation of the banjo above the 49th Parallel.

We were both in Ottawa in October 2006 for the OCFF conference and fell to drinkin over chow mein.  Eight months later he calls me up out of the blue and says "how would you like to play 12 House concerts in 14 days in Canada?".  "I'm there", I said, and in October, I went.

Mitch has been around the folk scene a long time.  His son has a banjo habit.   He knows how sketchy touring can be for emerging artists, and decided to do something about it.  He got the notion to build a circuit of house concerts that would enable artists to work six nights a week and bring folk music right into the living rooms of innocent Canadians. 

He formed a nonprofit organization called ‘Home Routes’, got some influential friends on board, and persuaded CBC radio that it was a good idea.  They decided to launch the idea on the prairies and went around Saskatchewan, Alberta and Manitoba promoting the idea on CBC radio.

Blair Winger, a fireman in Medicine Hat, was driving home from work one afternoon when he heard Mitch on the radio and thought to himself "house concert...hmm...interesting".  He and eleven other Albertans called in and volunteered their homes. 

Mitch and his sidekick Tim Osmond then went out to the homes of volunteers, made sure they had a suitable living room, guestroom, and enough friends to pull it off, then left them with a comprehensive booklet on how to host a house concert.

Having assembled a stable of 24 artists including the likes of Bill Bourne, Lynn Miles and Old Man Luedecke, Home Routes then scheduled a program of six monthly performances in each home between September and April. They set up a similar circuit in Saskatchewan and two in Manitoba and they are currently organizing more elsewhere. 

Home Routes is a great idea, well-executed. 
It is pushing folk-roots music beyond its usual constituency into the homes of the unconverted.  All the presenters are brand new to hosting concerts.  Home Routes is the only active folk body going out consciously to recruit new presenters. It’s pioneering. 

There's a generation of people out there who love to hear live acoustic music but don't want to hang out in bars. And there are a whole bunch of talented pickers out there tired of competing for attention within the limited confines of the existing folk networks. Home Routes bridges these two constituencies otherwise groping around the wilderness trying to find each other.
Folkies have always known that house concerts are a good idea.  In every major city in North America there will be two or three high-minded couples who regularly head out on a Saturday morning, borrow 30 folding chairs from the local funeral home (against the promise of future patronage), then invite all their buddies around for what might have been called a soirée in 18th-century France.  

Anyone who has attended these house concerts knows they're a gas, somewhere between a concert and a house party.  Home Routes is spreading the idea and, by keeping us working six nights in a row with room and board, making it viable for artists.

And I gotta say: the tour was a great experience for me- a unique opportunity to get to know Alberta, its highways and a handful of really decent people.  

It’s a good thing that I was feeling sociable though.  Every day around 4 p.m. I would show up at someone's home, set up my guitars in the corner of their living room, dine with the family then meet 15 to 30 of their closest friends, colleagues, neighbors, dogs, children and in-laws.  

I found some idiosyncratic characters.  Gerry down in Castle Mountain walked out of a clinic two weeks ago having just completed a full round of chemotherapy and had his wife drive him to the closest bar where he knocked down 3 pints of Guiness.  "Settles the stomach" he said over a pint of Guinness.

Lindsay and Dorene are a couple of octogenarian bohemians living out their bliss in an orange shagpiled cabin up north in Barrhead.  Sitting around chewing the fat after the gig, they began to recount in vivid terms the day polka came to Regina, leapt to their feet and started dancing each other around the kitchen table singing "I don't want her, you can have her, she's too fat for me!".  Interesting insights into prairie culture for a lad from Downunder.  I hope to age this badly.

For artists and audiences accustomed to the glamour and authority afforded by stage lights and PA systems, house concerts can take some adjusting to.  There's no hiding the fact that you are sitting in your socks in someone's living room lit by their son's bedside lamp.  The show can be more a conversation than a concert.  

For me, this kind of immediacy and intimacy in performance is the real virtue of house concerts, secondary of course to the fact that you never leave hungry, broke or sober.

Anyway, I’m about to touch down in Phoenix now and am bracing myself for reentry into the land where men with mustaches are still taken seriously.   So I'd better get off this cloud.  

But let me conclude by saying that Home Routes is a generous idea, good for music, good for community, good for artists, and the Home Routes people do a classy job of pulling it all together. 

For more info: www.homeroutes.ca.  
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