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Upcoming Events
PRFMS Annual Membership 
Meeting and Jam
January 16th, 2010
Doors open at 7:15pm
Music starts at 7:30pm
See bottom right for details.

Old Time Barn Dance Party
February 13, 2010
8:00pm
See page 3 for details.

Folk Alliance International Conference
Memphis, TN
February 17-21
www.folk.org

SAVE THE DATE!
PRFMS 25th Anniversary
Celebration
April 24
www.plankroad.org
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QuarterNotes 
Plank Road’s
Regular Events
SING-AROUND
Two Way Street Coffee House
1st and 3rd Saturdays - 2:00-4:00PM

BLUEGRASS JAM
Two Way Street Coffee House
4th Saturday - 2:00-4:00PM

Plank Road All Volunteer 
String Band practice 
Jones Family Music School
630-889-9121
2nd Saturday - 2:00-4:00PM

LAST THURSDAY Open Mike 
@ Two Way Street Coffee House
7:00-9:30PM

Last Thursday of every month.
A monthly unplugged open mike 
for high school and college age 
students only. 

Go to www.plankroad.org
and/or www.twowaystreet.org
for full details!

Dedicated to the preservation of folk, traditional and acoustic music.

President’s Message – Winter 2010
Happy New Year, everyone! I hope you enjoyed the holiday 
season and are looking forward to a great 2010. Looking back 
on 2009, Plank Road had a very successful year, starting with 
our annual meeting at the log cabin in January and ending with
our Christmas party in December. In between, we had three barn
dances, attended four folk festivals, had a music by the yard, a
campout, and, of course, our usual Saturday sing-arounds and
jam sessions. We increased our membership, updated our web
site and published four excellent editions of QuarterNotes.

I hope you all participated in several of these events; they are all member friendly
and you are the reason we do what we do. Our main goal for 2010 is more member
participation in our activities. We want you to look forward to the events and give 
us feedback on them. Are there things you would like to see more of? (or less?)
The first special event of the year is the annual meeting on January 16 at the log
cabin in Lombard. At that function, the 2010 Plank Road board and officers will 
be introduced, and we will have a nice long sing-around, a warm fire and food for
you to enjoy. This is also a perfect time and place to renew your annual member-
ship. See the renewal form enclosed with this issue. There will be a barn dance 
on February 13 and on April 24, we will host a major event celebrating the 25th
anniversary of the founding of Plank Road. We hope to see every member there!
There is detailed information on all these events in this QuarterNotes and on our
web site. As the 25th event draws nearer, you will hear more and more about it.
On a personal note, I have enjoyed being president of the organization in 2009, 
and pending the approval of the board, will continue in that role in 2010. 
I hope to see you all soon.   —Bob O’Hanlon

�

Bob O’Hanlon

PRFMS Annual Membership Meeting & Jam
Everyone is gearing up for the PRFMS Annual Membership Meeting and Jam
session at the log cabin in Lombard on Saturday, January 16th. It’ll be a fun
evening so don’t miss it! 
Â Bring a dish, dessert or snack to share and your instruments for a night 

of music and munchies.
Â Doors will open at 7:15pm and the music jam will start 7:30pm, 

with George Mattson as our jam leader.
Â You can help by not arriving too early so the board has time to get the 

cabin ready, the fire roaring, and conduct our board meeting.
Â This is the time to renew your annual PRFMS membership. 

You can “pay your dues” at the meeting, so don’t forget 
to bring your membership renewal form and payment 
(either cash or check - not credit cards) with you.  

Â The Annual Membership Meeting is primarily an event 
for members to celebrate another grand year at PRFMS.  
If you do bring a guest, we hope they will consider 
joining our organization while they are at the meeting.

7:30 pm Music Jam Session      
Doors open at 7:15 pm

Lombard Park District’s Log Cabin is located in Four Seasons Park 
on Main Street in Lombard between Roosevelt Road and 22nd St. 
http://www.lombardparks.com/facility_list.htm
Please google: usda, potluck safety. Read the brochure if you plan on bringing a dish 
to the potluck! Help keep us all safe and healthy.
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As part of researching Bryan Bowers’ career, in preparation for
what turned out to be almost a two-hour telephone interview
with him, I searched the web using “Bryan Bowers, autoharp”
and came up with over 2,000 hits. I turned then, instead, to two
articles about Bryan, one written in 1993 (Bluegrass Unlimited)
and the other written in 2007 (Dirty Linen). With typical humor,
Bryan said of the Dirty Linen article, “If I believed every thing
they said in there, I’d think I was a genius. It was a really 
beautiful, complimentary article… the other one too…” I told
Bryan that I wasn’t looking for a repeat of the information 
contained in those two articles, but, if he wanted to, he could
take the questions a step further. I think he did.   –Vicki

Vicki: Do you want to talk about the early days a little bit,
growing up in Virginia, hanging out around the railroad tracks
and being around the music of the gandy dancers?
Bryan: The stunning part of the call and answer music, whether
it was from the field hands working with their hoes in their
hands, hoeing the weeds out of the cotton and the tobacco and
soy beans and  peanuts… or the gandy dancers (working) with
the big 16 pound sledge hammers and pry bars and grabber
bars on the rails and the cross ties, settin’ the tracks - there
was this stunning, loud, strong, vibrant music, in a call and
answer form, that filled both those work places; (from workers)
in the fields with the hoes in their hands and in the railroad
beds with the 16 pound sledge hammers in their hands. There
was this amazing music bein’ done and while it was bein’ done,
all this work was gettin’ done. It was a way to pass the time
and have a little fun in the midst of workin’ their brains out, 
with heavy sweat runnin’ off of them and muscles flexin’ and
tensioning and releasing. It was amazing. Just amazing to 
see it be so much a part of both things - part of the work, 
part of its own self.
So, I was mesmerized by it. The railroad guys (actually one of
the best things happened was - you know, I used to sit up on
the railroad bank), they wouldn’t let me sit down in the railroad
bed with them, cause they were hittin’ those hammers on those
steel pins sometimes and chips of steel would fly.

There were sparks flyin’ all the time, chips of steel would fly -
they wouldn’t let me down in the railroad bed. They would be
hittin’ the hammers on the big pins and they’d give it the 
(Bryan sings this part):
“Whoa boys, can’t you line ‘em?  ‘chack a lack’,
Whoa boys, can’t you line ‘em?  ‘chack a lack,’
Whoa boys, can’t you line ‘em?  ‘chack a lack,’
See Eloise come down that track.”
Well, the words made sense, but the ‘chack a lack’ didn’t make
sense. So, I asked the guys one day, sittin’ there (they’d let me
come down and talk with ‘em, when they were eatin’ lunch).
So, I’d come down there and they’re eatin’ their lunches, and 
I would stand around and talk with ‘em, you know - and they
were huge and big and friendly… So, I say, “What does that
mean, that ‘chack a lack’ that you sing in that song?” And they
said, “Oh,” one of the guys holds up his thumb, “pretend that 
is the pin we’re gonna hit with the hammer,” he said. “The 
hammer comes down on the top of that pin and hits. When it
hits, it makes a sound - the ‘chack’. ‘A’ is the bounce back,
where the hammer bounces back from the pin… then it falls
back down again, from gravity, ‘lack’. So, each stroke has three
pieces: hit, bounce back, and fall back down on the pin,” 
he said. “So, we call that what it sounds like: ‘chack a lack’…”
It was just mesmerizin’ to me. I had a little hammer made of
wood and a little wooden peg and a little wooden board with
some holes in it. I would sit up on the railroad bank and while
the guys were doing the 16 pound sledge hammers, I had my
little wooden outfit and I would pound on my little stake and I
would pound it into the hole with my little wooden hammer and
go “whoa boys, ‘chack a lack’…” I was about 7 years old, 
6 years old. And I thought, you know, I’ll be big one day, 
I’ll have me a big hammer, you know. (Bryan laughs.)
V: How did that work its way into your music?
B: I do a few “call and answer” songs every night in the shows,
with families. And I do them in the kids’ shows too.
V: What do you do in your kids’ shows?
B: I do a little show and tell. I bring the harp in and… I go into
depth about how the harp is constructed… I show them how
felt blocks the sound out so they get the whole thing about the
left hand. And then I show them about the right hand, what the
right hand does. So, they love that.
Then I do call and answer songs like Liza Jane, some single
time and double time hand clappin’, while they’re singin’. 
You should hear them go from timid to vibrant to stunning in a
matter of six minutes. They just really get outside themselves
and realize they get it. Soon as the clappin’ is propelling, giving
propulsion to the song, then they forget all their inhibitions they
get so caught up in the moment. They start singin’ louder and
they start getting exuberant and laughin’ and then that’s when
the magic of call and answer singin’ occurs. I see it regularly in
these kids shows.
V: That’s beautiful. Mention has been made that you left college
just 3 hours short of getting a degree in order to pursue music.
You have said things like, “Music was a healing thing for me, it
saved my life.” I wonder if you’d give us your take on all of that
now, the urgency you had as a young man to play the autoharp,
the ‘why’ behind it all.
B: When I first started playin’ music, Vicki, playin’ an 
instrument, I was in my junior year in college - I was already a
husband and a father. I was workin’ at the campus exchange 
40 hours a week at the college, managing it, sellin’ hamburgers
and balancin’ the books and whatever, orderin’ materials. I was

Bryan Bowers at Lynn Garren’s House Concert, Co-sponsored 
by PRFMS and the Fox Valley Folklore Society.
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Inside the Heart of Bryan Bowers, the Early Years - Part 1

Continued on page 5
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Finding Your Best Voice
By Gail Weston-Roberts

I met Gail through the 
Oak Park Farmers’ Market
music group many years
ago and was immediately
impressed with her singing.
Gail is a formally-trained
vocalist and voice teacher,
and, a lovely folk singer.
She now resides with her
family in Massachusetts.
–Vicki
Want to sing better? In a
nut shell, get plenty of rest,
drink lots of water, sit up
straight and take a deep
breath - expand those
lower ribs... hold it... Well,
maybe it’s not quite that
simple, but some general
principles like these will get
you further than you think.

While the greatest vocal gains will be realized with the help of 
a teacher, there is a lot you can do yourself to protect the voice
you have and improve it... nearly everyone can sing better by
employing some general principles. They’re about vocal health–
your ‘instrument’ is a permanent installation, so it’s vital to 
protect and defend those vocal folds!
So, let’s talk about mucous! Sorry, but it’s unavoidable. 
As long as your mucous is thin, as it’s meant to be, it’s the 
perfect protection for your membranes (mucous membranes, 
remember?). The way to keep it thin and hydrate your tissues 
is to drink lots of water the day before you are going to be
singing.
On the day you sing, drink water but don’t “load up”; you don’t
want water-swollen tissues, and you also don’t want to have to
run to the bathroom frequently during a gig or jam session! 
If you’re feeling dry or gunky despite best efforts, resist the

MUSIC INSTRUCTION

Gail R. Weston-Roberts

Winter Issue, January, 2010

temptation to clear your throat with fruit juices or alcohol.
Contrary to popular belief, sucking on fresh lemons is counter-
productive as the acid strips mucous off the throat, which
increases dryness and swelling. Diuretics such as caffeine and
alcohol can also increase inflammation and dehydration and
should be avoided. A little wine is okay, but avoid hard liquor
altogether if you have dryness problems. You may also want to
watch out for dairy products, too, because they seem to cause
the opposite issue: increased mucous production!
If you feel the need to “move stuff along” in your throat before
you sing, try eating an apple. This is a gentler throat clearer, and
the chewing action also relaxes the jaw and throat muscles you
use in singing, which is always a good thing.
Trickier to describe in writing are approaches to breath support.
A voice teacher watches how you breathe while you sing and
can give you invaluable feedback on areas where singers tend
to have problems: over-or under-inflation of the lungs, and 
frequently jaw, tongue and/or neck tension. There are many
schools of thought on breath control and I hesitate to enter the
fray, but will offer what has been taught from the classic, “Italian
school” and found to be effective for those who practice it.
Rather than focusing on the diaphragm or upper chest 
expansion, try breathing in so that you fill your lungs 
instantaneously and have to expand the LOWER side ribs.
Inhale WITHOUT expanding the upper chest, or raising the
shoulders AT ALL. Watch yourself in a mirror for this; it is a very
unaccustomed sensation for most people after early childhood.
You can also get a sense of this by lying on your back on the
floor–no shoulder lifting occurs this way. You have to open your
throat wider to let in that quantity of air rapidly; then sing (or
breathe out) in an even flow while keeping those lower ribs in
the same expanded position. (You should also maintain that
slightly larger opening at the back of the throat also; it’s referred
to as the “gola aperta.”) The goal is to prevent the ribs from
sinking inward as the air leaves, because the air flow is 
relatively unhindered this way. Your ribs stay out of the way, 
like a barrel, allowing maximum lung capacity and avoiding
pressured airflow out, which can push your pitch sharp and 
create unnecessary pressure on your throat structures. Overall,
this approach is like martial arts: you use just enough force (air
and muscle pressure) to achieve your goal (your best sound)
and no more than that, because that’s when damage starts to
occur. Belting is always dangerous (that distinctive “Broadway”

and Downers Grove Annual Ice Sculpture Festival
Saturday, February 13, 2010 at 8:00pm - $5.00 admission for everyone 5 years of age and older

Doors open at 7:30pm  –  Musicians arrive at 7:00pm to warm-up
Two Way Street Coffee House, 1047 Curtiss St., Downers Grove, IL  (Across from the Public Library) 

Enjoy a fun-filled evening of music and dancing for the entire family. Dance the night away and/or play with the
Plank Road All Volunteer String Band. Dances are informal, with no costumes needed. In fact, you don’t even

need to bring a partner! Refreshments available.

All You Can Eat Pancake Breakfast
Saturday, February 13, 2010 at 8:00am to 11:00am

First Congregational Church in Downers Grove | 1047 Curtiss St., Downers Grove, IL

The Plank Road All Volunteer String Band will play from 9:00 am to around 10:30 am
After the Pancake Breakfast and before the dance, be sure to check out the amazing ice carvings and fun

events happening at the Downers Grove Ice Sculpture Festival. 

For more information visit 
http://www.downtowndg.org

Continued on page 7

Winter Old Time Barn Dance Party
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LAST THURSDAY Open Mike
Part 1: Planting the Seed, by Tricia Rush

When Vicki asked me to write an article about how the LAST
THURSDAY Open Mike started, I was a little nervous about
telling my part of the story. But as I thought about it, I realized
that (for better or worse!) I would like to share the events that
led up to my involvement in it. LAST THURSDAY has come a
long way since 2000 and has changed and developed into what 
it was meant to become. I am glad I had a part in making it 
all happen.
When the Columbine tragedy occurred in 1999 it hit me hard,
as it did most people, I’m sure.  I wanted to do something 
positive for young people, something they could look forward 
to in the future. That September I had an opportunity to visit
Scotland and while I was there, I went to a Ceidlah - a music
gathering, usually open to everyone.  However, this one was 
different in that two older gentlemen ran it like an open mike
and the performers were young people between the ages of 
12-23. Some of them showed talent and others step-danced
like elephants, sang loudly and off key and lacked a sense of
rhythm! But the one thing that made everyone stand out was
their enthusiasm, an apparent passion for their culture and a
drive to share it with anyone who was interested. We forgot
about the varying degrees of talent displayed by the performers
when their love shone through.
On the plane ride back home, it suddenly hit me that we need
an event like this here, a place where kids can feel free to
express themselves, to talk about what’s on their mind and get
involved in the community. I figured if a program similar to the
one in Scotland could be started here, we could get them
involved and perhaps contribute to a positive, safe environment
for youth in our community. I started writing down ideas and
ways to incorporate them. By the time the plane landed, I had 
a pretty good plan of action ready to go. It was similar in format
to the late 60’s-70’s coffeehouse scene.
I began sharing my idea with others and soon a team of 
interested people was formed; Steve Castle, Dave Humphreys,
Dave Reynolds and Jennifer Shilt. The four of us met to iron out
the details and my large program was whittled down to a man-
ageable size, a monthly open mike called LAST THURSDAY: 
It’s OUR Turn! The idea was to introduce folk music to young
people and get them involved in the community while bringing
new faces into an aging subculture.
After four months of preliminary work, the first open mike
debuted in February of 2000. Everything seemed to fall into
place. We were written up in local papers and caught the eye 
of the music industry organization Folk Alliance International.
We had a steady 20-30 youth coming every month and there
was quite a bit of diversity! As I watched these young people, 
I noticed that as different they were from one another, they
started forming a bond with each other and never ridiculed or
disrespected the others. They were very encouraging to each
other and open to jamming with everyone, regardless of the
level of talent. I was pleased at these wonderful friendships 
that were forming each month. Eventually I needed to focus 
my energy elsewhere and withdrew from the committee. I am
happy to see how far Last Thursday has come and how much
the people involved have poured into it. Thank you to all who
have been a part of it.   —Tricia

Transitions:

I’ll Fly Away…
Mary Travers, November 9, 1936 - September 16, 2009

In 2005, Mary Travers was diagnosed with leukemia and
though a bone marrow transplant slowed the progression 
of the disease, she died from complications arising from
chemotherapy. Mary was a singer-songwriter and member 
of the 1960’s popular folk group, Peter, Paul and Mary. The
Songwriters Hall of Fame, which honored the group with a
lifetime achievement award in 2006, said: “Travers’ soaring
voice and signature harmonies were instrumental in (the
group’s) achievement of a rarefied level of commercial 
success without compromise, while continuing a centuries-
old tradition of people raising their voices in song for the sake
of freedom.” The group collected five Grammy Awards for
their three-part harmony on enduring songs like Leaving on a
Jet Plane, Puff (The Magic Dragon) and Blowin’ in the Wind.

“Bandmate Peter Yarrow said that in her final months, Travers
handled her declining health with bravery and generosity,
showing her love to friends and family with great dignity and
without restraint.”  (Boston AP)

Christmas 
Caroling Party
Nine folks braved the cold weather and gathered at the 
Two Way Street Coffee House to enjoy the Plank Road
Caroling Party this year. Bundled up in scarves, hats and
mittens (and armed with Little Hotties
packets to keep our hands toasty,
thanks to one thoughtful caroler) the 
carolers headed out to Main Street on
the coldest night of the year. And there
were shoppers out. Although many were
rushing past the singers, some folks did
stop to listen to a verse or two, or to
wave from their car, or to wish us all a
happy holiday! Back at the coffee house,
everyone enjoyed hot drinks along with
cookies and one of Jeanne Halama’s
famous bundt cakes. Our last song for the evening was
singing Happy Birthday to Jeanne, who celebrated her birth-
day by singing carols outside in 9F degree weather! A grand
time was had by all, warmed by the opportunity to visit with
good friends. I hope you will make plans to join us next year!
–Cathy Jones

Look for Part II:  an update on the 
LAST THURSDAY Open Mike from 
Dave Humphreys, in the March QN!

N

From the early days of LAST THURSDAY Open Mike
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carryin’ an 18 hour course load, 15 hours was supposed to be
normal, I was carrying 18 hours. And I had made it onto the 
basketball team as a walk-on, after having never played in high
school, ‘cause my mother was sick and I had to take care of her.
I never played any games, but I was a practice junkie and he let
me be on the team, as a walk-on. So I was doin’ all that.
And then I got to a point one night, drivin’ home, with my
straight A grades in my pocket and my other pocket had my
check in it from the campus exchange and I’m goin’ home 
to my wife and young son. I should have been on top of the
world… and, I had a scholarship to be at school… I was drivin’
across the bridge and I thought, “I’d just like to drive this car
right through the bridge… but, I don’t want to do this.” And, I
didn’t of course, but I thought, “Damn, what the hell was that?”
So I went to see the Dean of Men the next day and told him the
story. And, he asked me what I was doin’. I told him what I was
doin’ and he said, “Well, that’s just too damn much.” And, he
said, “You got straight ‘A’s,’ huh?” I said, “Yeah.” He said ok and
he calls up the Dean’s office there and he says, “I want to check
some grades on this student… what are we givin’ him? (There
was a pause.) I want to triple that. He’s showin’ his worth here,
lets not lose him.”
So, they gave me triple the scholarship I already had. So, I was
basically getting a free ride, at that point. But, he said, “Quit the
campus exchange. You don’t need the money now, ‘cause, I’m
giving you the scholarship. But that’s (a job) too much.” He said,
“Keep the basketball, and keep your grades up.” So I quit the
campus exchange and all of a sudden I had time on my hands
and somebody said to me, one evenin’ when I normally would
have been workin’ my brains out at the campus exchange, lets
go into town and hear some folk music.
I said, “Folk music, what’s folk music?” “Oh, you know, kinda
like Peter, Paul and Mary.” And I went, “Oh, that’s folk music ,
huh?”... So we go into town and there’s this little coffee house,
there’s all these people singin’ songs and stuff. And, I heard
these people singin’ and I was kinda hummin’ along. This guy
who had brought me said, “You got a nice voice, you’re hummin’
right in pitch and right in time, you should get a guitar.” I said,
“No, not me, man. No guitar for me.”
So, the long and the short of it, is I did get a guitar. And, as soon
as I started playin’ the guitar I got into this amazing realization
that my life was empty. And, that music put me in touch with
that fact. I looked at my being in college as paying a debt to my
deceased parents, who wanted me to be in school at all costs. 
I didn’t want to be there. I was trying to live up to their memory,
to their wishes. You know, (I thought) they’re both gone and I’m
still trying to honor them. That’s why I’m in college. And then I
thought, well, I’m married and I got a beautiful wife and a young
son. I thought, yeah, if you had taken precautions you wouldn’t
have gotten her pregnant and you wouldn’t have stepped up
and did what you tried to do, doin’ whatever they call the right
thing… I just felt empty inside.
My grades didn’t make me fulfilled. The basketball - I didn’t 
really play, I was just a practice junkie… And the marriage - I
was just tryin’ to do the best I could. But, it was, like, difficult. 
I stayed 8 years in the marriage… I gave it as good a shot as 
I had. But, anyway, it was during that time when I realized 
the emptiness inside of me, in spite of all the trappings of 
supposedly doing well in my life, that other people might have
thought I had. I realized I kinda had this vision of my interior as 
a dry lake bed, the interior of my body, my soul, whatever the
most vibrant part of me is, the interior of me I likened to a dry
lake bed. And, every time I learned a song or an instrumental 
on the guitar, or a song just to sing, it was like a little, tiny 
crystalline drop of clear water ran down out of the hills and into
that dry lake bed. And, at first it was just barely enough to catch
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your eye, enough to shimmer in the sun. But it kept slowly fillin’
and slowly fillin’. And the more songs I learned, the more it filled.
And, I’m tellin’ you what, it was an epiphany to me, to see that
and to realize that (songs) could hold so much importance to 
me in the face of all these things that should have importance,
which didn’t seem to.
And my wife, meanwhile, was at this point noticin’ I became
obsessed with music. My grades started to drop off, I quit the
basketball team. I was playin’ music morning, noon and night.

And she started in with the, “You know, you need to get over
this and start putting that guitar in your hands once a month,
for an hour, for fun, but this playing 8 and 10 and 12 hours a 
day - this is not what you are supposed to be doin’. You’re here
to go to college...” Blah, blah, blah.
So, that was the long and short of it. So, I limped out of college
with this vision. It was shortly after that I got a job at this brick-
yard… And, I’m playin’ music all the time that I can. It was 
during this period that I saw the autoharp. After I saw the 
autoharp, within 4 months the guitar was gone… the autoharp
just took precedence. I immediately started dreaming music I
couldn’t play and hearing music in my head that I couldn’t play,
and playin’ and playin’ and playin’ all the time, every morning
and every evening and at lunch time I’d bolt my lunch and try to
play. It was just the way I was, tryin’ to get better. I could never
get better soon enough to suit me. I could feel my progress, but
it was miniscule. But then the break through came cause I got
out of the brickyard job and I got a job delivering copy for the
newspaper in Richmond, Virginia. And that was the best thing 
I could have done. I didn’t have a boss over me, I was my own
boss… I was self-motivated, anyhow…
I, all of a sudden realized one day, as I was drivin’ around, I was
only talkin’ to people about two hours a day. The other six hours
I’m drivin’ around on pretty, country pastoral roads around
Richmond, Virginia, at 30 mile an hour. So, I went to the junk-
yard, got steerin’ wheel knobs - what they call suicide knobs -
and I placed them on the steerin’ wheel at 5 and 7 o’clock…
Now I could steer with my knees while I played the autoharp for
6 hours a day and got paid for it. And that’s when I started to
make progress…

“BRYAN BOWERS” Continued from page 2

Lynn Garren, Vicki Ingle, Bryan Bowers, Juel Ulven at the 
December House Concert

Look for the rest of Bryan’s story in future
issues of the QN and on the website.  N
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