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Passim (PAS-im) A word used in footnotes and similar material to indicate that a word or subject occurs frequently … Passim is Latin for “throughout” or “here and there.”

-The New Dictionary of Cultural Literacy

Stephen Baird knew a year ago – when he agreed to become Club Passim’s new executive director – that he was wading out into open waters. But in his twenty years defending artists’ rights, the former street singer – the man People magazine referred to in the 1980s as the “dean” of street performers – had yet to back away from a serious challenge. He had been instrumental in legal battles to allow street performing in Boston and Cambridge; he had also advised performer coalitions from a number of other cities attempting to do the same. During the most recent ten years he had curtailed his street singing schedule to found and direct the Folk Arts Network, an umbrella arts advocacy group that published both an annual folk arts community directory and The New England Folk Almanac, a bimonthly newspaper. But as busy as it kept him to run FAN from his apartment-office 10 miles south in Jamaica Plain, he missed the sense of community he was able to assemble in short bursts when he was busking. Passim had presented the perfect opportunity to take his FAN vision to the next level and create something the Boston area never had: a true folk arts community center. Stephen never believed that the rebellious individualism ubiquitous among artists made them harder to collectivize. On the contrary, he thought. Their many competing interests – and their shared ones – were precisely the stuff communities were made of. 

At only 5’2” and 110 pounds, the thin, bespectacled man had come to feel at home in his new role. Club Passim had, over its forty-year history, firmly established itself as one of America’s elite folk music venues. Though the folk revival of the 1960s celebrated the forgotten roots music of America’s rural south, it was mostly led and followed by upscale intellectuals. Cambridge – and Club Passim – was one of its early epicenters. In its earliest incarnation, when it was still called Club 47, the venue had given birth to future folk notables Joan Baez, Jackie Washington, The Kweskin Jug Band, and Tom Rush. In the 1970s, under new owners, it was renamed Passim, and began presenting weekend-only headliners that included up-and-comers Jackson Browne, Suzanne Vega, and Shawn Colvin. Under its newest formulation the club was a non-profit community arts organization called Club Passim, of which Stephen was executive director. Stephen had aged as the club had. Whereas he had once been the quintessential counterculture troubadour, he now looked professorial with a gray beard and wispy, shoulder-length gray hair flowing out the back of his black Greek fisherman’s hat.  

Stephen maintained a good working relationship with the club’s board of directors, which was dominated by executives of the Cambridge-based company Rounder, a reputable folk and roots music record label. Rounder had put up a sizable loan to save and reform Passim when the previous owners were unable to keep the doors open. During the past year, Stephen had enjoyed steering the club as it gradually picked up steam during its reinvention. Whereas the previous owners presented three or four shows by one artist each week, Club Passim was now presenting different events seven nights a week, including two shows on many Friday and Saturday nights and afternoon or morning shows on most weekend days. Club memberships were now being sold to the public; volunteers staffed most shows; a retail CD and t-shirt store was now open during shows. In place of the former owners’ light coffee and dessert menu, the food and beverage rights to the space were now leased to a Mediterranean restaurant that served lunch and dinner daily. 

Far more important to Stephen than the club’s new success was its emergence as a gathering place for the many sub-communities that made up the greater Boston folk arts community. Whereas Passim had once been a showcase club for elite singer-songwriters, now storytelling, new folk, old-time, bluegrass, puppetry, busking, performance poetry, theater, shapenote-singing, drumming, Celtic sessions, children’s events, and a variety of world music styles were among the genres sharing the Club Passim stage. And after twenty years without an open stage, every Tuesday evening was now reserved for open mike night. Stephen had recently even begun advertising after-hours jam sessions on weekend nights. Passim, long a bastion of music’s “star system,” was now open to the community. 

But to the rough-cut performers who didn’t share the new Club Passim’s genteel, integrationist sensibility, the venue was still elitist enough that they would never be allowed to play there. When he offered the room to the buskers to meet in at no charge, Stephen intended the gesture as inclusive; Roger and his friends took it as anything but that. To them, more of Baird’s influence meant more sanctions and censures. A few others in the community felt tentative about the new Passim for a different reason: Baird’s reputation for self-definition. He had made his cases so often for so many causes that in recent years he had become quick to pull the trigger. To the uninitiated, Stephen sometimes came off like he was tooting his own horn, especially when it came to enumerating his triumphs over adversity.

But Stephen was the perfect leader for such a diverse community. He had proven his dedication to artistic freedom and grassroots music through his years as a busker and advocate; he had the patience and intelligence it took to listen fully to and parse any level of feedback, whether it was plaintive or laden with jargon or legalese; and he wasn’t afraid to surround himself with strong minds. He knew they would be the ones most likely to appreciate – and share in – his struggle to find a collective voice for the community of strong, diverse individuals. Stephen had long understood that communities were loaded with dichotomies: rich-poor, urban-rural, academic-artistic, etc. You couldn’t form a collective without honestly confronting those tensions. 

The Club 47 fizzled and closed early in 1968, a few short years after Bob Dylan went electric at the 1965 Newport Folk Festival. A generation had moved up and on. During that year the space served as local campaign headquarters for Minnesota Senator Eugene McCarthy’s unsuccessful presidential bid. 

Targeting their barbed repartee on the hot political topics of the day was a favorite pastime for the Shakespeares, as it had been for centuries of buskers. But they were at their best when they managed to turn the entire audience into a theatrical ensemble, as they regularly did using a finale they called Spring Thing. Aveson would begin by lamenting the crummy New England weather.

“You never really get a springtime,” he’d say. “You go straight from the slush and mush of winter to the lush of summer. So we need to create a Spring thing, but we need a little help to make this day!”

One by one they would solicit volunteers.

“We need someone who’s tall, strong and good looking,” Aveson might announce as he walked around, scanning the audience. “Someone who could offer comfort and shade. We need someone who could be a tree.”

By then he’d be standing right in front of his target. If it was a burly man, he’d make him a chestnut tree. If the man looked sad, he’d be a weeping willow. Sometimes Aveson chose a couple and called them a date tree. Then he’d choose a child to be the rising sun and work with him or her to get the sun rising “just right.” Then he’d choose four younger children to act as flowers along the front row.

“Wiggle your fingers,” he’d tell them, showing them how to bloom. “Okay, put your fingers down. You’re ready to go.” 

Audience members who made too many suggestions would be appointed as babbling brooks. 

Aveson would find a sturdy-looking audience member to get down on his knees and be a park bench. Then he would announce that the story needed lovers. He would select an attractive young woman from the audience and instruct her to sit on the bench and look “very sad.”

“You doing okay, bench?” Aveson would occasionally ask, to laughs.

Once he had selected a young man to be the other lover and seated him, instructing him to look equally forlorn, next to the girl on the now-struggling bench, Aveson would pick the final volunteer, who would act as the “spirit of springtime.” He inevitably chose the straightest looking audience member he thought he’d be able to coerce into the role, which was to entail prancing around the circle wearing a garland of flowers while pulling behind him two long, thin ribbons. Aveson enjoyed demonstrating, making his example extra-effeminate so that no matter how well the volunteer chose to imitate him, it would produce a huge laugh. With all the roles assigned, Aveson would finally tell the Spring Thing story, while his cast of volunteers acted it out: 

Once upon a time there were two lovers, Billy and Sue. They got angry with each other, over the silliest thing. (This might be putting the top on the toothpaste or putting the toilet seat down.) It looked like they were going to separate but somehow the spirit of springtime was going to help save them and bring them together. 

Aveson would prompt his straight-laced spirit to begin his comical prance around the circle. Then, in turn, he prompted each of the other volunteers to join the action.

The lake burbled. 

The flowers bloomed. 

The trees blossomed. 

The sun rose. 

And the spirit of springtime surrounded them again and again and again. 

With his cast continuing to burble, bloom, blossom and rise, and with the spirit of springtime prancing in circles, Aveson turned the attention to the forlorn-looking couple on the “bench.”

And then the lovers turned to each other —

 and they embraced. 
As the embarrassed strangers hugged and the spirit volunteer continued running circles, Aveson would deliver the ultimate punch line:

 The true title of our story, ladies and gentlemen: 

Spring has sprung and the sap is running. 

Thank you. 
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