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'Grown folks' raise funds for black college tours

by Zach Kelly

Most high school extracurricular clubs
are awful. It’s true. Kids usually join them
because they think their membership will
look good on a transcript, and end up
spending most of their time either playing
cards or being ignored by lazy administra-
tors.

This, in theory, would be a pretty sweet
deal if it weren’t for the fact that we put
very little faith in our teenagers who, in
fact, are in these clubs because they actual-
ly want to do something.

Elaine Richardson, Penn State associate
professor of English and linguistics profes-
sor, picked up on this about four years ago
when her daughter, Ebony, ended up getting
the short straw as a part of State High’s
Respect Committee.

“All the committee was interested in was
involving more kids in the group, which is
fine, but ignoring the kids’ interests in race
and heritage,” Richardson explained, lean-
ing back into the haphazard foliage of her
small office, the walls adorned with con-
temporary rappers and stacks of books
flooding the desk.

The Respect Committee, made up mostly
of students of color, was getting no respect.
But ah, the beauty of high school clubs: You
can always just make another one. And so

“It's the community’s way of saying that they’re making an
investment in these kids, and that cultivates a real self confi-

dence in the students.”

--Elaine Richardson

an African American History club was
formed, starting with a modest 15 members
and working its way up to 30 by this point.

Somewhat reluctantly, Richardson spear-
headed the group, providing multicultural
forums for the kids to engage in during
meetings, and establishing fund-raising
events (spring dances, multicultural talent
shows) to promote the group’s greatest
focus: taking the students on tours of
famous black colleges.

The most recent fund-raiser, and one that
has remained Richardson’s baby from the
start, is Grown Folks’ Night, which rode
again Sept. 29.

The event, which boasted good food,
good drink, and most importantly good live
music (featuring none other than “Dr. E," of
course) was held at the VFW, hosting a
delightful mash-up of all different ages and
colors, starved for some fun off the beaten
path and more than happy to support a will-
ing cause.

“People my age, in their late 30s and 40s,
want to still go out and dance and party and

listen to good music,” Richardson
explained, describing part of her inspiration
for Grown Folks’ Night. “People like soul
music, but unless you have connections in
this town, it’s hard to get something like
that going.”

There is a vaguely melancholy look about
the usually energetic Richardson when she
talks about her frustrations regarding get-
ting different kinds of music integrated into
State College’s nightlife.

This can most likely be attributed to
Richardson’s past, where she got started
singing, as so many do, in the church and
later in Cleveland, that city where rock and
roll resides in its glass pyramid right on the
water. After a few bumps and rough patch-
es, she found herself in graduate school at
Michigan State University.

“There were no places to perform in
Lansing, so I focused on songwriting,” she
said about the time spent getting her Ph.D.

The songwriting paid off, with a friend of
Richardson’s successfully working her

Paul Taylor brings romance to the

by Ann Van Kuren

REVIEW

Festivity was in the air at Eisenhower
Auditorium on the evening of Oct. 11, the
opening night of the Center for the
Performing Arts Dance Series, “Body
Language.” It seemed a little like old
friends coming together to celebrate what
they have in common. The audience was
filled with the community’s dance enthusi-
asts and newcomers interested in the lan-
guage of movement. The Paul Taylor Dance
Company returned to State College to
appropriately inspire this audience with
movement.

The Taylor Company presented three
works in this program. Because Mr. Taylor,
at 76 years of age, is still creating approxi-
mately two new pieces annually for his 52-

Master choreographer Paul Taylor, at 76, is still creating an
average of two pieces per year for his 52-year-old dance

company.

year-old company, its repertory is exten-
sive. Each time one sees the company, one
is likely to see something different, and also
to see the many facets of Taylor’s creativity
and master skills as a choreographer.

One can also get a historical perspective
of modern dance in general, as on the Oct.
11 program featuring works debuted in
1971, 1985 and 2002. The opening piece in
the evening’s performance was the beauti-
ful and liltingly romantic “Roses,” first per-
formed in 1985. The piece begins with the
lush music of Richard Wagner’s “Siegfried
Idyll” and five man-woman couples
onstage leaning lightly into each other, the

women all in black dresses and the men in
sleek gray.

It is a series of duets that flow around
each other—one or two couples begin and
then blend into the stance of the others
while a new couple catches one’s eye.
Always the women glide lightly, delicately
across the stage, curved arms and torso flu-
idly intersecting with their partner, both
swaying from the hips in typical Taylor
movement style, the men and women har-
moniously complementing each other, old-
fashioned courtship coming to mind.

One begins to relax and appreciate the
beauty of Taylor’s work even if the compa-

Photo provided
Elaine Richardson organizes an annual Grown
Folks' Night to raise funds for students to explore
historically black colleges.

recordings on the daytime soap circuit. The
tuned songwriting talent would pay off later
too, specifically at Grown Folks’ Night
years later.

Once at Penn State, Richardson shifted
her focus for a bit, but still kept writing.
She published Hip Hop Literacies in 2006,
a look at how African American oral tradi-

see Grown folks, pg. 18

local stage

ny seems slightly to be warming up. As the
piece appears to be ending, Taylor presents
us with a little surprise: One more couple
enters the stage; this time the woman is
dressed in pure white. This pas de deux,
danced by Lisa Viola and Michael
Trusnovec, was eloquently performed in
sublime lighting by Jennifer Tipton.

As this couple moved to an adagio score
by Heinrich Baermann, they were just
slightly more ethereal, heavenly and pure in
their romance—one recalled the five cou-
ples that had come before, still settled in the
background, and now thought of them as
more of the earth, the real, the present,
while this couple in front was the ideal of
romanticism that exists in our dreams,
hopes and the nostalgic past.

See Taylor, pg. 18
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Halloween fun for all ages

Photo by Suzan Erem

Hal and Natalie Hallock led this year's Halloween Costume parade in State College. The
Hallocks were also involved in the Haunted Granary in Lemont and have been seen at
Homecoming parades and other local festivities. The State College Area High School march-
ing band, each section decked out in its own costume theme, stepped off right them followed
by hundreds of children, adults and a few dogs in costumes ranging from pirates to princess-
es and chickens to Lego building blocks. The State College Lions Club handed out prizes after
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“Book of Beasts” was the earliest piece
choreographed among the three on the pro-
gram. Set to music by E. Power Biggs and
his pedal harpsichord, this piece had an
entirely different flavor and texture from
the one that came before it. Romping and
playful, full of fun and folly, the cast
seemed to be a troupe of traveling players
in medieval Europe, lightening the mood of
the audience with their vignettes. The
beasts were illuminations from ancient
manuscripts, brought to life, who ruled the
world of the play with their antics, fierce-
ness or noble air. The text (the remaining
cast) danced in servitude to their wishes.

Exquisite and highly striking in emotion-
al impact was the final piece, “Promethean
Fire.” Taylor’s entire company of 16 fluid
and strong dancers fill the stage with their
powerful presence as they move swiftly,
crisscrossing, circling to create a form, then
snatch and run, crystallizing into another
formation, then steal away again. One
dancer is raised in supplication above all
the rest.

Dancers cling to one another as they are
spun diagonally across the stage. At anoth-
er time women are tossed up and caught in
a press straight overhead, arms curving
upward. Later the company members
become the flames of fire reaching to the
sky before they crumble down into a pile,
out of which two dancers arise to continue
dancing in an intimate duet of embrace and
support. This couple seemed truly connect-
ed physically and spiritually.

To conclude, the entire company dances
again, forming a new, more symmetrical
order, uplifting as an ode to the enduring
human spirit. Taylor’s integrity and artistry,
together with Tipton’s stunning lighting and
Santo Loquasto’s elegant costumes, fulfill
on the orchestral arrangements of Bach
organ music.

Upcoming performances in the “Body
Language” series include “Classical
Savion,” featuring tap master Savion
Glover on Feb. 8, and Sydney Dance
Company on March 22.

Ann Van Kuren is a State College-based
dance choreographer, performer and
teacher.

judging in 10 categories took place at Memorial Field.

from Grown folks, pg. 17

tions can be traced up through today’s cur-
rent hip-hop music.

“Even though there are stereotypes in the
music,” Richardson said, referring to soci-
ety’s perception of hip-hop music and cul-
ture, “these are the same stereotypes we
have been seeing since minstrelsy. There’s
an intellectuality to it.”

But it’s this kind of synthesis of forward
thought and embrace of music that makes
something like Grown Folks’ Night some-
thing to prick an ear up at. Wrangling
friends and players from her Cleveland
days, Fleshcoat (Richardson’s band) featur-
ing Dr. E. took the stage at the local VFW
this year and had a ball.

“We turned it into the Cotton Club!” she
said.

Doing numbers by Aretha Franklin, Anita
Baker and a few tunes from Fleshcoat fea-
turing Dr. E.’s new disc, "Coat of Flesh"
(featuring quite crisp, stripped-down neo-
soul instrumentation held together by
Richardson’s unpredictable, salt-of-the-
earth vocals), the Grown Folks had their
own kind of forum, one without the kids.

But the good times, as they usually do,

had a fundamental core.

“It shows the importance of blacks get-
ting a higher education. It’s the communi-
ty’s way of saying that they’re making an
investment in these kids, and that cultivates
a real self-confidence in the students.”

Thanks to such investments, the students
have previously visited Lincoln University,
Howard University and Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr.’s alma mater Morehouse College.
Next spring they’ll be doing it all over
again thanks in part to the money raised by
the Grown Folks.

“The group gives kids a wide spectrum of
ways to express themselves. Not all these
kids are professors’ kids. Here, people
expect that kids get the highest SAT scores,
but different kids need different cultivation.
Otherwise they can have their spirits bro-
ken.”

The tours have proved successful in sev-
eral ways, with two of the students from the
club enrolling at schools the group has
toured. In other perhaps more important
ways, the program has provided a way for
the community and the students to open up
a dialogue about the importance of minori-
ties in higher education.

Set to James Brown, of course.
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Enhancing Diversity and Multicultural Education
through Arts and Jazz in the Community
Panel Discussion and Concert
sunday, Nov. 5, 2006
It. MNittany IvVliddle School
Apm-5pm.

Sponsored by the Public Scholarship Program
in Undergraduate Education at
Penn State University
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Roeschen's Fall Harvest Festival a long strange trip

by Raymond Bryer

For one magical weekend every year a
soft-spoken free spirit named Chuck
Roeschen opens his personal farm, tucked
away somewhere in the long, lonely stretch-
es of farmland that surround Rebersburg, to
all those in the know. The Fall Harvest
Festival includes two straight days of live
music, camping and improvised madness.

Gathered here are a strange mix of those
who are free, those who want to be and a
large mass of others who just want to steal
the illusion for the weekend.

Some of these people can almost be
described as professional hippies. These
heads embrace the lifestyle all year round,
but in the Centre Region, Chuck’s Farm
qualifies as their Woodstock.

On a recent weekend in October, some
kids just heard about the festival through
the grapevine and showed up simply look-
ing for a good party. They would not be dis-
appointed.

A few others of the assembled cast live in
a constant state of travel from one of these
scenes to another. These characters, few and
far between, have affixed their fate to the
notion that the good times can indeed be
made to last forever, if one just knows
where to go. They exist in a constant state
of searching for something to search for.

Despite Roeschen’s ongoing bid to
become Centre County’s newest county
commissioner, this festival has nothing to
do with politics.

In this temporary place, the normal con-
ventions that bind the rational world togeth-
er cease to be important. Law and reason
become antiquated concepts, best ignored
until Sunday morning.

A sea of tents blankets the lower part of
the fields, while a vast mud parking lot
filled to the brim with cars, vans and RVs
holds the high ground nearest the stage.

For hours the stage at the top of the hill
shakes and vibrates with the music of liber-
ation: standard hippie songs from the good
old days, Zeppelin covers that evolve into
endless jams sessions, and creative origi-
nals from some of the Centre Region’s most
talented local bands.

Girls in long, flowing skirts twirl from
one side of the grass dance floor to the
other. The massive crowd gathered in front
of the stage blends together, bound by their
intense dedication to the music and the
moment. They jump and move and shout as
one, a unified, pulsating mass of collective
elation.

On the edge of the crowd, old friends

Photo by PJ Cranmer
Chuck Roeschen hosts an annual party at his
farm in Rebersberg, drawing hundreds plus a
variety of musical acts.

laugh and new friends happily pass out hugs
like Tootsie Rolls at a Halloween parade.
The thick smoke of the nearby campfire bil-
lows aimlessly into the night sky. There are
no strangers here, just brothers and sisters
celebrating a new-found freedom.

Hours float happily into oblivion as the
past becomes the present, the present leads
every reveler by the hand to the future, and
none of it matters more than the next note in
the song.

While the night drifts along, a bone-
aching chill settles on everything not mov-
ing or on fire. It’s the sort of late autumn
cold that seems quaint and refreshing when
one is snuggled up inside a warm house, but
it makes for a rough night of camping.

Just down the small hill from the stage, a
large field holds a giant mass of poorly
parked cars and a spread-out collection of
tents and campfires.

Moving from the energy of the stage area
to the lower, living level is like descending
into one of the milder levels of a frozen hell.

Randomly placed fires glint and glisten
off everything covered in frost, creating a
strange optic maze of fire and ice that only
the bravest are willing to explore.

When the party finally reaches an
absolutely absurd hour, when everyone with
even a hint of sense has long been asleep,
the scene began to grow uglier and angrier,
incrementally, with every tick of the clock.
Only tense kids with whiskey on their
breath, unspent energy in their bones and

Photo by PJ Cranmer

Party-goers enjoy the sunset over Chuck Roeschen's farm at his annual Fall Harvest Festival in October.
Roeschen is running for Centre County commissioner in 2007.

who knows what in their heads remained
huddled around the fires. The laughter that
now echoes through the still night air has
shifted from glorious to desperate, and all
the pros can feel when a good thing has
passed and it's time to retire to their tents for
the night.

As the sun rises over the farm, the stage
area that just a few short hours before had
been the scene of such revelry degenerates
into a nightmarish scene. Its main actors
have in common only that they are, at least
for the moment, the desolate and depraved.
Some piecemeal band still blares away on
stage, but what’s left of the audience has
long ago lost the ability to listen or care. A
shivering young man lies beside what’s left
of the communal campfire, either unwilling
to move out of the bitter cold October night
or without a warmer destination. A few lost
souls sit expressionless in the area, clutch-
ing half-empty bottles of assorted booze,
staring longingly off to some better place.

One dreadlocked girl sits silently on a
quilted blanket to the side of what was the
dance floor. She seems unattached, tran-
scendent, like some perverse parody of the
Buddha beneath the Bodhi Tree. Her peace-
ful smile declares that she has either recent-
ly had an up-close, personal encounter with
brilliance or with madness, or maybe both.

Only these last half dozen refugees, a
sprinkling of empty beer bottles and some
damp cigarette butts offer testimony to what
was the essence of Chuck’s Farm the night
before.

When the weekend finally draws to a
close, the tents and cars, one by one, disap-
pear back to the places they came from.
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