France's Premier – La Roche Festival – 31 July–3 August

And so it came to pass, that the bands of European bluegrass did converge on the French town of La Roche sur Foron, where they entertained the populace for three nights and three days. And the Lord looked down and saw that the people were pleased. And so he was pleased. So much so that he sent the best sunshine one could wish for. And It Was Gorrrrrrrrrgeous! 

Once again the medieval town of La Roche sur Foron, nestled in the French Alps, came out in force to support European Bluegrass by holding their free festival, which is open to the world’s lovers of bluegrass music. The prestigious event was host to thirty-four bands (many of them playing La Roche for the first time) from the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Holland, USA, France, Germany, Sweden, GB, Russia, Italy, and Belgium, that all came to show their skills to an excited audience of over 10,000 La Rocher fans. 

Christopher Howard-Williams, an Englishman and chairman of the France Bluegrass Musique Association, is the person who has spearheaded, encouraged, and achieved the support of the local mayor, Michel Thabuis, police, church, Didier Philippe (director of tourist office), banks, airline, schools, restaurants, shops, vendors, bikers, and general public, to pull together and make this event one of the most successful festivals in Europe. The event is getting bigger by the year and other local towns now also want to be involved. 

When I arrived at Geneva, the most convenient airport for La Roche, Didier Williams, a most welcoming English expat, collected me and took me straight to the town of Saint-Pierre-en-Faucigny, where the first five of the bands were to start the festival off. The scratch band Dark Hollow were already playing as I arrived and they were glad to see a face they recognised. It can be a daunting task to speak to an audience that hasn't a clue what you’re saying. Apart from the applause there's not much feedback at all. Of course if there's any heckling from them you can just say, ‘Thanks’ and carry on. For me this was a night to relax and chill, which I readily did. Having just met my old friend Loek Lamers from Radio Holland, and his wife Hannie and band promoter Tatyana Zamilova from Russia with her husband Igor, it wasn't hard to do. It was so warm, well into the night, that cool drinks had to be downed. Bands performing at this event were 'Profs' (F) i.e. Professeurs et Stagiaires who were the tutors of Bluegrass at this event, Dark Hollow (UK) Lonesome Day (F), Lusatian Grass (CZ), Moonshine (F), and Spruce Pine (NL).
The accommodation we were all housed in were blocks from the local school. They are basic, but hey, you only sleep in them a few hours. Few being the operative word in this instance. Accommodation and breakfast is also free to all performers (families/guests pay 7 euros a night), as is the food and drinks to some extent, as there are vouchers that are given out on a daily basis to exchange for your choice of meals, etc. Chilled water is available on demand from the VIP marquee for all performers and families and staff.

For those performers who want to experience the local history there's a couple of guided tours on offer and the views from the Rock (Roche) Tower are awesome. As I was again free during the day on the Friday I took advantage of the tour and typical of my luck, it rained. 

One of the first features you will notice about the town is the cleanliness of it. I don't think I saw any litter around the streets. Yes, there are a few buildings that could do with restoration, and some of them are going through just that. What also impresses the eye is that the whole area is covered in flowers, plants, shrubs and trees. Add this to the 2,000 meter mountains, then you can visualize a truly majestic setting. If you want to drive a little further you can see even bigger mountains, including Mont Blanc, but so far I've not had the time to do this.

By 6.00 p.m. we were all ready to start the festival proper like, and the mayor and other officials were there to welcome everyone, but we thought the rain would clear so we delayed the introduction for awhile. In an hour the sun was coming out and it was all systems go. WHO-EE-double-EE. 

New Lowland (NL) were first to perform. Not an easy task but they were cool as can be and gave a grand performance. Next up, Dessert (CZ) always a festival band favourite with the harmonies of the two female singers captivating the audience. This band were also invited to sing gospel songs during mass at the local church on the Sunday morning – the songs being sung in English, as in all their performances. French band Mary & Co. followed, and in turn they were followed by Kreni (CZ) and finally to finish the evening, an American band, the award-winning 3 Fox Drive, from NY's Adirondack Mountains, who had also opened the recent Craponne festival, also in France. Was this a day to remember???

The Saturday’s entertainment started on time at 11.30 a.m., with the well known band Album (CZ) followed by Cabine 12 (F), Bells & Whistles (CZ), old time string band Jacques Danielle's (F), Grassroad (CZ), Grunt (SK), Sidlo (SK), Toy Hearts (UK), who not only impressed the local fans by speaking to them in pretty good French but their professional performance was full on showmanship, and this was later to win them second place in the band competition. Then on with the competent Country Cocktail (CZ/NL), G-Runs & Roses (CZ/SK), later to be placed joint third in the band competition, Acoustic River (F), Monogram (CZ – later to win first place in the band competition) and finally, to close the evening at around 11.30, last year’s band winners, the incredible Jiri Kralik & his Rowdy Rascals (CZ). Then for some, jam sessions, centered around the Toy Hearts and Jacques Danielle's bands. Having said that, there were a good number of new talented individuals such as the French fiddle player Raphael Maillet, who was involved with several bands as a stand-in and was an important tutor during the workshops. I have to say that the Toy Hearts made every opportunity for every player, newcomer (as they indeed were) or regular, to participate in the jam sessions. But for me, time to chill and just listen, as I had, with my French colleague, Michel Rossillon, been compèring all day. The local catering staff then took me under their wing and ensured that I didn't become dry or hungry. Unfortunately I lost all my pictures from this time on, including the events from the Sunday. However, another mind-blowing experience.

Sunday morning I had intended to visit the local church where Dessert would be singing gospel songs during the mass. Unfortunately at 9.30 a.m. my head was saying, ‘You’re too tired, stay where you are’, so I did. However, I knew I had to be at the festival site at 12.00 mid-day for the start of another day’s set of performances. This was led by Swedish newcomer Freja Bluegrass Band (S) – Freja started her band at 15 years old. They were followed by the most popular Grassroot Philosopher (D), Fine Street (R), New River Train (CZ), Wyrton (CZ – later to be placed joint third in the band competition), Louvat & Massoubre (B/F), and Vodopad & Philippe Naudot (CZ/F) 

At this point there was a break in the festivities so that the local Line Dance club could strut their stuff, and for the anticipated awards to be presented by town officials, including the mayor. This year’s awards went to 1st place Monogram (CZ), in 2nd place, from Birmingham (UK) the Toy Hearts, and in joint 3rd place were G-Runs & Roses and Wyrton.
The award winners were then asked to give a further performance before the last two final performances took to the stage. As most of Monogram had left for another festival performance, Jakub Racek joined up with G-Runs & Roses for one set, while Wyrton and Toy Hearts delivered their own individual stunning performances. 

Back to the final performances now, and Mary Lou (F), who had performed at most of France's festivals, gave a Breton folk feel to La Roche for their first time. Finally to close the festival the Mideando String Quartet (It), who were not in the band competition as they are not a bluegrass act, but had impressed the festival committee so much last year that they were invited to perform at this year’s event. Their final number, being a Mexican comedy routine, went down a storm.

Early Monday morning Greg, a young, eager, breath-of-fresh-air, chatty Frenchman, and Chris turned up to take the English festival participants to the airport. We were all quite tired and sad to be leaving after having such a moving experience. Writing this report has again been an emotional journey for me as I had such a happy time, but as I have been asked to compère next year’s festival I know I will be just as emotional after that event too. 

My thanks to all the participants at La Roche-sur-Furon (La Roshers) and to Lilly Pavlak (CZ) for the photos that accompany this article, as hers were better than mine.
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