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R.1.P. Willie Bennett

Late last month legendary local music promoter Willie Bennett passed away quite

quickly from pancreatic cancer. I think it is important to take
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much credit as he should for loving a community and recognizing a

uniqueness that could be nurtured and cultivated into something truly

special. That is what Willy Bennett did first as a local band promoter for many years

and then later through the Northgate Music Festival.
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has been three years since the last Northgate Music Festival two more dedicated music
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Georgetown have music festivals or series featuring the best local, regional and national

talent. It is not the singular event it once was. Locally, Willie Bennett and Northgate Music Festival preceded

most other activies and was widely recognized as an important cultural event to the

character and identification of Northgate and College Station. Sure, we had Chilifest and other events but

nothing for rock & roll and nothing at Northgate, the spiritual heart of College Station.
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the map for something other than Texas A&M and college football. Not that those pursuits

are worthless or anything but it is widely assumed that aside from those two endeavors Bryan/College Station

is bereft. We are not a cultural backwater, and Willie Bennett was out to prove that to the

city and the region. Initially his festival succeeded but in later years disagreements led Willie to part ways with

Northgate Music Festival for a number of years. In those middle years Northgate Music Festival drifted with-

out his direct input. 2007 was supposed to have been a return to form for NMF with Bennett onboard again as

KH ZDV GXULQJ WKH IHV\Nd Wikat@vaf réasions Northgate Music Festival folded after this one swan

song and little had been heard of from Bennett since.

I think it is fair to say that Willie and | did not see eye -to -eye on much of how NMF was organized and oper-
ated. It was my experience as a sort of advisor to the 2007 festival that | had the idea of putting together my

own festival that addressed the shortcomings of NMF. To me, those were namely the higher ticket price and
the almost complete lack of local performers and vendors. Even though Willie and | disagreed | was still able

to learn from his efforts and still be inspired to take it to the next level myself. That experience led me and

the rest of our editorial staff to inaugurate our first LOUD!FEST in 2008 as a sort of anti -Northgate Music Festi-
val, featuring all local bands and no cover charge.

Itis a telling and somewhat unfortunate coincidence that Bennett lost his battle at the same time that North-

gate itself is losing the fight. 5RFN 7KH 5HSXEOLF KDV SUHWW\ PXFK ILOOHG LQ WKH JDS
though Rock the Republic operates in downtown Bryan rather than Northgate. That is not a solitary event, as

most original rock, rap, alt  -country and original arts performers in the area have also shifted their focus from

Northgate to downtown Bryan. At first this was not done out of choice. As | wrote in this column in last

month the clubs and promoters on Northgate chased artistry off the strip several years back. If a young Willie
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that the spiritual and cultural home of College Station has abandoned its practitioners. Downtown Bryan has

only benefitted from the sea change.
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placed into boosting local music. It is on his foundation that | and other local performers and promoters con-
tinue to operate atop. | thank you. 3 KELLY MINNIS
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