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August 17, 2006

Benevolent Tornado

An unlikely fellow plans a Southern rock festival

by Richard Lloyd

Joie Todd Kerns worries that his persona—untamed hair, cutoff jean shorts, sleeveless
T-shirts and leather vest, the thick East Tennessee accent and stream-of-consciousness
speech pattern—undermines him with the "suit-and-tie guys” he has to deal with for things
like insurance and beer licensing, interactions he has little taste for. "It's definitely the shit I
don't like,” he says. "That shit ain't fun.” And a month away, it's the shit that can still wreck
his vision for Mucklewain, the upcoming 30-act Southern music festival that Kerns has been
organizing for months.

It's over 100 degrees in the mid-July sun as the Van of the Great Green Jesus rolls through
Memphis with the windows down. The van, which owes its nickname to the green-robed
Savior bobblehead atop the dashboard, usually ferries the Nashville bar band Les Honky,
More Tonkies to dates throughout the Southeast. As usual, Les Honky frontman Johnny
Mark Miller is at the wheel, with drummer Kerns riding shotgun. Both 30, the pair’'s
friendship extends back to adolescence in Kingsport. The rest of the band is absent, but the
point of this trip is not a gig; it's a search for promotional opportunities. The air conditioning
cuts the van’s gas mileage in half—on Mucklewain’s shoestring budget, conditioned air is a
luxury they can't afford.

Kerns is the brain, not to mention the tears and, especially today, the sweat behind the
festival. Billed as a celebration of Southern music, art and culture, the concept took shape
during late-night conversations in this very van. From such humble origins emerges the
summer’'s most unlikely event, with a lineup including regional favorites Steve Earle, Allison
Moorer, Lucero, American Minor, Todd Snider, Will Hoge, Garrison Starr and others.

In a world of music festivals corrupted by heavy-handed corporate sponsorship and ruined
by greedy promoters, Mucklewain may be just the antidote. It's hard to imagine a more
regionally embedded enterprise—Kerns has even kept the concessions specific to the
Southeast, selling treats like Wickles Pickles and MoonPies, washed down by RC Cola and
Sun Drop.

The festival leapt toward becoming a reality last winter when Chuck Whicker, a musician and
longtime friend of the Kerns family, volunteered his farm in Harriman (half an hour from
Knoxville) and some seed money. As the lineup filled in and the date drew nearer, others,
including BMI and Gibson Guitars, have come on board with modest support.
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