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Blues 'journeymen' will sit in for concert 

Sunday, August 05, 2007 

By John Sinkevics

The Grand Rapids Press 

The five veterans boast 133 years of professional music-making among them. 

Their names are instantly recognizable to many West Michigan music fans, though their individual reputations as blues masters extends beyond the Grand Rapids area, where they've chosen to stay and play. But with the region's blues scene ebbing in recent years, they've never all performed at the same place on the same night. That all changes Wednesday, when Jimmie Stagger, Junior Valentine, Hank Mowery, James Reeser and John Gist plan to tear up Grand Rapids' newly opened Whiskey Lounge on Godfrey Avenue SW with loads of cry-in-your-beer, my-baby-left-me blues at the first-ever "Grand Rapids Blues Legends" show. It's a long-overdue tribute concert of sorts to seasoned, locally influential artists, says Michael Landon, an area promoter and president of CGM Events. "I had used Jimmie, Hank and Junior for an event for the city of Grand Rapids a few years back and they all had such a great time, I thought, 'Why not get all of the big names in GR blues together?' I just thought it would be cool as a fan more than anything." 

Blues of yesteryear 

Guitarist Valentine views it as a rare opportunity for folks to once again hear blues the way it used to be played -- by musicians who would sit in with each other at local clubs just for the thrill of trading licks. 

"For a minute, it's a taste of what used to happen. When there was a scene, people would come in and sit in with people to have a good time or as a cutting contest (competing for a job in a band)," says Valentine, 52. 

"The idea is, it's not planned and we all know the territory. I've known Jimmie for almost 20 years. I know his material and I know his vibe. ... We all know the neighborhood and we all know the styles. We're journeymen." Stagger, 56, who Valentine calls "the godfather" of Grand Rapids' blues guitar scene, says he's "totally happy about" the chance to play together. "It'll be a free-flowing thing," he promises. 

True legends 

Even if the word "legendary" gets tossed around a little too loosely by musical pundits, from a local perspective, it really seems to fit this quintet of talented musicians. 

All have contributed mightily to Grand Rapids' music scene, with Stagger and Valentine -- polished guitar mainstays in area clubs -- even taking part in past sessions of the West Michigan Blues Society's Blues in the Schools program. For years, Mowery, 38, booked shows and played his harmonica at downtown's Rhythm Kitchen Cafe, a hotbed for blues before it closed in 2000; Reeser, 45, a harmonica player, singer and one-time guitarist who got his start playing blues clubs in New England, has performed across the globe; saxophone whiz Gist, 34, started playing professionally at age 10 and now often performs as a duo with Valentine. "It's a night to get together and have a good time with people we don't get to see much because we're out playing," Mowery offers. "Myself, Junior and Jimmie have gotten together two or three times over 15 years. And there's a lot of other people (local musicians) that could have been involved in this, but we have a window that's just a couple hours long and we can't fit everybody in. It'd be nice to do this a little more often." It's a rare show because, as Reeser points out, blues music has become "a subculture, unfortunately," with fewer venues supporting the genre. The hope is that an event like this, bringing high-profile local musicians together all on one bill, can spark more interest among fans and nightclubs. 

"You don't realize how much you miss it until it's gone," Mowery says. "We don't want that to happen with the Whiskey and Billy's Lounge. We need people to go out and support it." 

If you go 

When: 8 p.m.-midnight Wednesday Where: The Whiskey Lounge, 1044 Godfrey Ave. SW 

Admission: $10 Also: Stagger plays a solo acoustic show at the Whiskey at 8 p.m. Aug. 13

