
Jazz Festival’s move to Labor Day weekend a big hit
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A few key changes to the Anacortes Jazz Festival — most notably a move to an earlier weekend — paid off with attendance more than double last year’s numbers.

“I think we found our spot,” said Chamber of Commerce Executive Director Mitch Everton.

Tuesday morning, Everton estimated that the chamber sold between 1,000 and 1,200 tickets to the three concerts on Curtis Wharf, compared to 500 who attended two concerts last year. Another 300 attended the gala dinner Friday night.

“A key issue was, would Labor Day work?” Everton said.

Preliminary figures and anecdotal evidence show that the change did work. The festival’s fourth year was its biggest by far.
“It is very viable,” Everton said.

While moving the festival up two weeks from its traditional mid-September slot was the big change, other changes also proved popular. The secondary stage at the food court encouraged people to get up and move around, as did the addition of a booth offering the wares of several artists. Audiences also seemed to appreciate the clear differences between each day’s musical offerings.

“They liked the split — Saturday was traditional jazz, Sunday bluesier, Monday smooth. It was eclectic,” Everton said. “You tended to see different people each day. I saw a very different crowd on Sunday. People drove up to see Dr. Lonnie Smith Sunday. People drove up to see the Yellowjackets (Monday). I don’t think they were the same people.”

Feedback was upbeat.

“We got universally happy comments,” he said.

Saturday’s crowd enjoyed their jazz more quietly, with a plate of salmon or an espresso. Sunday’s crowd got on its feet for the charismatic keyboardist Smith.

“I loved the vibrancy and feel of Sunday. People were really into the bluesy feeling,” Everton said.

Most important for the hosting business association, people filled local businesses. Friday and Saturday evenings restaurants and bars were full and people were walking downtown sidewalks windowshopping.

“A bigger issue for the Chamber of Commerce, all of our hotels were full,” he said.

Everton called several hotels and motels and found only two or three rooms available each night during the festival. Labor Day is traditionally a quiet weekend for the city’s inns.

“Also the restaurants were full. Rick Star told me Saturday was the busiest night (the Rockfish) ever had,” Everton said.

Locals liked having an attractive option to battling the crowds and traffic at Bumbershoot in Seattle.

“It’s fun. It’s really nice on Labor Day not to have to drive 80 miles,” he said.

Organizers will continue to fine tune the event as it continues to grow. Everton believes attendance will double in coming years, and settle at that size. The community would not be able to accommodate larger numbers, he said.

“I don’t see this growing to more than 1,200 per show,” he said.

Planners will meet to discuss moving the stage to fit bigger audiences and to provide better wind breaks for performers. Most of Saturday and Sunday’s headliners, particularly the pianists, complained about the cold wind during their shows.

“I’m too old for this,” quipped Dr. Lonnie Smith. 

