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Andy May, far left, introduces a group of youngsters w ho

participated in the Acoustic Kids Workshop. The w orkshop,

held at the Walnut Valley Festival, has been organized for the

past 22 years by May. (Special to the Courier)
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Andy May is a wonderful award-winning musician,
singer, songwriter, producer and an overall
entertaining performer. He has been a repeat
headliner at the Walnut Valley Festival for many
years. But this year, Andy is celebrating a different
accomplishment: The 41st Walnut Valley Festival is
also the 22nd consecutive festival where May has
coordinated and hosted the highly-acclaimed
Acoustic Kids Workshop.

While May will always be proud of his own
accomplishments in the world of music, he will be
the first to tell you of the great joy he has
received from the Acoustic Kids Workshops and
watching the hundreds of young performers get
their first chance on the big stage.

“The entire concept has never been about competition,” says May. “Instead, it gives young
musicians a chance to play in front of a receptive audience at the best acoustic music festival on the
planet.”

As with many of the other “good ideas” that have become part of the Walnut Valley Festival, it was
at the insistence of festival founders Bob and Kendra Redford that May first brought his youth
performance showcase to Winfield. The Redfords observed him hosting a kids’ workshop at the Mid-
Winter Bluegrass Festival in Colorado and appreciated the non-competitive format he used. They
immediately went to him and told him that their festival needed one like it. May liked the idea, and
the first Acoustic Kids Workshop at the Walnut Valley Festival was born.

Since that time, May and his wife, Lauren, the “organized” member of the May team, have tweaked
and refined the Acoustic Kids Workshop to become not only a swiftly moving performance showcase,
but also an educational session for young artists and their families who share with the audience
their experiences of trying to maintain a somewhat normal life while pursuing their musical interests
and dreams. The workshops have developed a loyal following that turns out in all weather to
support the kids and enjoy their performances.

The participants are beginner to pro players up through the age of 16, and May reviews all the
applications for every showcase.

“I am looking for confident performers at any skill level,” he said. “I want them to have a great
experience performing! The application process helps me identify those who may not be ready to
perform as well as set up each showcase so it supports the participants and entertains the
audience.”

Several success stories have come through the workshop. Most notably, Nickel Creek members Chris
Thile, Sean Watkins, and Sara Watkins were part of Walnut Valley Acoustic Kids Workshop for
several years. After Nickel Creek achieved national success and were coming to the festival as main
stage performers, Chris, Sean and Sara came to the workshops and mentored other young Acoustic
Kids participants backstage — an aspect of the workshop May had not envisioned.
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A slew of youngsters from the workshops over the years have gone on to win instrumental
championships, starting with Chris Thile on mandolin in 1993 and many, many more who have made
contributions to their communities with their wonderful musical talent.

According to May, these workshops have become, “a part of the fabric of my life. But it’s not about
me. I do not promote myself during Acoustic Kids. It’s about facilitating for the kids.”

The Mays are anticipating that future Acoustic Kids Workshops might bring some second-generation
performers their way. It’s highly likely, considering the 22-year run that they are enjoying in Winfield.

This year’s Acoustic Kids Workshops will take place on Sept. 14-15 at the Walnut Valley Festival.
Both events will be on Stage 2 from 9 to 11 a.m.

If you know of any talented young acoustic musicians, players, singers or traditional dancers who
are planning to be at the 2012 Walnut Valley Festival or are thinking about attending and who
would enjoy the opportunity to be part of this year’s workshop performance, send them to
http://wvfest.com/events/acouskid.html

for more information and an application form.

They may also call the festival headquarters at 221-3250. The deadline to apply for Acoustic Kids is
Aug. 25.

The dates for the 2012 Walnut Valley Festival are Sept. 12-16. Advance tickets to the 41st Walnut
Valley Festival are on sale now at the festival office, 918 Main or by calling 221-3250.
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