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This past weekend Dark Star Orchestra made their 9th annual 
August pilgrimage to the sleepy Western North Carolina town of 
Black Mountain. Over the last handful of years DSO has chosen to 
make the Pisgah Brewing Company the last stop on their summer 
tour. This year, with the help of “All Good Presents,” they brought a 
handful of their fellow musical cohorts along for the ride. 
 
Over the course of weekend concert goers were treated with main 
stage sets from Peter Rowan, Midnight North, and California Kind. 
All as a part of what was dubbed “The Pisgah Jubilee,” an obvious 
nod to the long running “Dark Star Jubilee” that the band hosts 
every summer in Ohio. Black Mountain is located roughly fifteen 
miles east of Asheville in a part of North Carolina that is known for 
its large Deadhead population. On any given night in the Asheville 
area you can venture out to a local bar or brewery and catch a 
random band playing Dead songs to a room full of eager ears. 
 
Despite the local saturation of Grateful Dead cover bands local 
music lovers were happy to fork over their hard-earned money to 
spend a weekend with the band that many consider to be the best 
in the game. With no onsite camping the two day “Pisgah Jubilee” 
fell somewhere between a festival and a concert. In addition to the 
main stage, which sits a breathtaking field in the shadows of the 
Appalachian Mountains, there was also a full schedule of bands 
tapped to play on the side stage inside the brewery’s taproom. 
 
The Friday festivities got started with a rocking set from California 
Kind, a rare treat for us east coasters. When the first band of the 
weekend is a “super group” featuring the likes of John Molo, Barry 
Sless and Pete Sears you know you’re in for a great weekend of 
music. As the youngest fans in the crowd were splashing around in 
the creek that runs along the back of the venue, and others perused 
the wares available from the vendors that dotted the perimeter of 
the concert field, California Kind took to the stage. They hit the 
ground running with a cover of Bob Dylan’s “Tonight I’ll Be Staying 
Here With You.” 
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From there California Kind treated us to an hour long set of mostly 
original tunes with a few choice covers sprinkled in. While still 
somewhat new on the touring circuit California Kind has a sound 
that seems eons greater than your average “new” band. With the 
time Sears, Molo and Sless have logged together in both Moonalice 
and The David Nelson Band, California Kind has the cohesiveness of 
an act that has been together for years. Add keyboard wizard Rob 
Barraco to the mix and you get a band that, while still fresh, has the 
feel of a weathered touring juggernaut. Of course it doesn’t hurt 
that Katie Skene has the voice of an angel and original lyrics that 
feel so familiar you are tricked into thinking you’ve been hearing 
these songs your whole life. 
 
Over the course of their set they blew more than a few minds with 
their infectious original music and unique takes on other people’s 
compositions. Most notably a version of Grateful Dead’s 
“Tennessee Jed” that felt more like a ragtime band from the 1920’s 
were playing it than the versions we Deadheads have grown 
accustomed to, and a version of Stevie Wonder’s “Higher Ground” 
that featured outstanding vocals from Mr. Barraco and some of the 
funkiest guitar licks I’ve ever heard Barry Sless lay down. 
 
Those of us that took the time to rush to the taproom after 
California Kind’s set were treated to a blistering set from Montana 
bluegrass band The Lil’ Smokies. As part of the current swarm of 
“newgrass” bands making the rounds these days The Lil’ Smokies 
are always a fun band to watch. Their Friday evening set was no 
exception. 
 
At one point during their set fiddler Jake Simpson commented from 
the stage that “Music is a very special thing that can take you to 
another place.” During their short set The Lil’ Smokies did just that, 
took us all to another place. Their vocal harmonies are a real treat 
and each musician seems to master their instrument. Most notably, 
dobro player Andy Dunnigan, who was able to keep the crowd 
hanging on every note as he led the rest of the band through a 
raucous performance. 
 
The highlight of their set included their original song “Winded” 
during which they got so lost in the music as the throng of dancers 
grooved in unison that it was almost hard to remember what song 
they were actually playing. Another highlight was the Beatles 
“Paperback Writer” that was so intense in brought the entire crowd 
to the peak of insanity. 
 
After The Lil’ Smokies set it was time for the host band to hit the 
stage for their first two sets of the weekend. On this night Dark Star 
Orchestra chose to recreate a Grateful Dead show that happened 
just over thirty years ago, on May 3, 1979 in Charlotte, NC. 
Personally I’m in the camp of folks that prefers when DSO doesn’t 
announce what show they are going to play ahead of time. For me 
it takes the element of surprise out of a Dark Star show. That being 
said even though we had known for months what show they were 
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going to cover they were still able to surprise us with the 
competency in which they delivered it. 
 
The Show Jerry and The Boys did 30 years and 100 miles from 
where we stood looked like this: 
 
Charlotte Coliseum, Charlotte, NC 
 
May 3, 1979 
 
Set One: Promised Land, Brown Eyed Women, Me and My Uncle, 
Big River, Stagger Lee, Looks Like Rain, Row Jimmy, It’s All Over 
Now, Deal 
 
Set Two: Samson and Delilah, Tennessee Jed, Terrapin Station-> 
Playin’ in the Band-> Drums/Space-> Black Peter-> Not Fade Away-> 
Playin’ Reprise 
 
Encore: U.S. Blues 
 
As Dark Star is known to do, they did a magnificent job at not only 
re-creating music that happened three decades ago, but also were 
able to keep it sounding fresh with their energetic stage presence 
and (somewhat) youthful exuberance. In these current times with 
the slower paced Dead & Company and the balls to the wall in your 
face stylings of JRAD sharing the space on the top of Grateful Dead 
mountain it’s really nice to enjoy some more spot on renditions of 
the songs we all know and love. There are times during a DSO show 
when if you close your eyes and use a little imagination it really 
does feel (almost) like the real deal. 
 
That perfect second when they collectively stop on a dime to end 
“Me & My Uncle” before diving into “Big River.” The collective 
anticipation just before Jeff Mattson croons “Inspiration, move me 
brightly.” During moments like those it’s easy to understand why 
Dark Star Orchestra continues to draw large crowds of Deadheads 
every time they roll through town. All in all they did a superb job 
taking the us back to 1979 for a few hours. 
 
After working the crowd into a frenzy during the “US Blues” encore 
which featured a pair of skeleton suit clad dancers waving flags 
from atop the speaker stacks in front of the stage the band found 
themselves with a few extra minutes before the curfew. With that 
extra time they were able to tack on a nice one two punch of Jerry 
Garcia Band’s “Cats Under The Stars” and Jefferson Airplane’s 
psychedelic anthem “White Rabbit.” Both “filler” tunes featured 
Lisa Mackey, who as the group’s “Donna” had to sit out the re-
creation of the 1979 show that happened just months after the real 
Donna had left the Grateful Dead. As the only remaining original 
member of DSO, many in the crowd were elated that Lisa got her 
chance to work her magic. Her spot on Grace Slick impersonation 
during “White Rabbit” was easily one of the highlights of the 
evening. 
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As the final notes made their way from the stage some of the crowd 
collapsed into a puddle of sweat and dust on the concert field 
before slowly sauntering out, under a full moon, into the cool North 
Carolina evening. Those of us that were still up for a little more 
musical bliss made our way back into the taproom for a fun set of 
psychedelic madness from Nashville’s Tennessee’s Captain 
Midnight Band. 
 
The Saturday portion of the show got under way as former 
Bluegrass Boy and Old & In the Way guitarist Peter Rowan took the 
stage to treat us to set of music featuring tunes both old and new. 
Just before 4pm Peter Rowan made his way onto the stage dressed 
to the nines in a Cowboy hat, fancy turquoise shirt, black robe and 
flip flops. He regaled us with a story about his old friend Jerome 
(Jerry Garcia) convincing him to give this song of his to the New 
Riders of the Purple Sage before busting into a solo version of 
“Panama Red” that made its way into the Elizabeth Cotton classic 
“Freight Train” before finally finding its way to the final verse. 
 
Peter then invited North Carolina local, and a member of his Peter 
Rowan Bluegrass Band, mandolin player Chris Henry out for the 
rest of the performance. Peter and Chris worked their way through 
a set of older tunes that were familiar to the Deadhead filled crowd, 
newer Peter Rowan compositions, and a few choice bluegrass 
classics. It was a perfect way to start a Saturday afternoon. 
 
So many of our musical legends have lost a step or two these days, 
but not Peter. He is still able to please the crowd with his unique 
vocal patterns and very competent guitar work. These living legends 
have been leaving us at such a rapid pace lately that it’s always a 
special treat when we get to see them do their things one more 
time. 
 
Which is why it was such a shock to me that the crowd was so 
sparse when Peter was on stage. I mean I get that his set was early 
in the day, but it broke my heart that there weren’t more people on 
hand to watch him work his magic. 
 
Up next was a quick set in the taproom from local Asheville band 
Campfire Reverends, which features Bobby Miller on mandolin. For 
those of you that don’t know who Bobby Miller is, you should take 
some time to educate yourselves. His chops are so good it’s baffling 
to me that he’s never gained a following outside of the 
southeastern United States. 
 
After the Campfire Reverends did their thing it was time for the set 
of the weekend I was most looking forward to, Midnight North. In 
their few short years of existence Midnight North has grown from 
one of the Terrapin Crossroads house bands into one of the most 
exciting live bands on the planet. This was only their fourth time in 
the Asheville area, but you could tell by watching the crowd that 
they already have quite a following around here. 
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From the opening notes of the Midnight North original “Miss M” to 
the final notes of the traditional gospel cover “Keep Your Lights 
Trimmed And Burning” their portion of the program did not 
disappoint those of us that were already familiar with Midnight 
North. Additionally, I have a hunch that they made a plethora of 
new fans over the course of their 75-minute set. 
 
After cycling through a few drummers in their early years Midnight 
North has settled on Nathan Graham for the last few years and he 
has really found his place as the fifth member of Midnight North. 
You can tell he and bassist Connor O’Sullivan really enjoy playing 
together and they gel as well as you could hope a rhythm section 
to. Grahame Lesh has blossomed into an amazing guitar player and 
Alex Jordan and Elliott Peck somehow manage to get better every 
time I have the pleasure of watching them play. 
 
Their set on Saturday consisted of crowd pleasing favorites like “The 
Highway Song,” “Greene County” and “Roamin’“ as well a few rarer 
selections such as a near perfect version of “One Night Stand” and 
an Elliott Peck led version of CSN&Y’s “Woodstock,” in an obvious 
nod to another little music festival that took place 50 years ago this 
very weekend. 
 
Some of the crowd took the break after Midnight North’s set to 
wander back into the taproom for a funky set from local Asheville 
favorites The Snozzberries, while others spent their time resting up 
for the impending Dark Star sets. 
 
Unlike the first night, DSO chose to create an original set list for 
their third and fourth sets of the weekend. They came out of the 
gate strong with a one two punch of “Bertha” -> “Good Lovin’” that 
proved from the get go they were not here to play around. Say 
what you will about tribute bands, you can tell that DSO takes their 
role as carriers of the Grateful Dead torch seriously. They put on a 
near perfect first set that proved why they’ve been able to make 
such a successful career doing what they do. 
 
Although I suppose that shouldn’t be shocking as Jeff Mattson and 
Rob Barraco have been playing these songs together for longer than 
the actual Grateful Dead did, and Rob Eaton’s Bob Weir imitations 
are next level right down to his enthusiastic Bobby screams and leg 
kicks. 
 
Highlights of set one included Barraco’s key work on a fun version 
of “Deep Elem Blues” and Lisa Mackey’s harmonica work on Chuck 
Berry’s “Let It Rock.” Another highlight was a sublime version of 
“We Can Run” which as far as Dead tunes goes doesn’t really get 
the love that many others do. 
 
As used to be the case during actual Grateful Dead shows, the 
second set was used to jam, and jam they did. A “Music Never 
Stopped” opener followed by an amazing version of “Dear 
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Prudence” got the crowd primed. DSO then wandered their way 
through a set of segues without stopping until the closing notes of 
the set. 
 
Highlights of the monster sandwich included a very spacey jam after 
before the “Drums” portion of the set during which both guitarists 
left the stage and Skip Vangeles and Rob Barraco added their flares 
while the drummers settled in for their solos. Also of note was 
“Comes A Time” which was quite possibly the best song of the 
weekend. Lisa harmonized with Jeff Mattson in a way that nearly 
brought tears to my eyes while Rob ever so slightly tickled the keys. 
 
Midnight North’s Alex Jordan joined in the fun on the set closing 
“One More Saturday Night, taking an organ solo as the same 
skeleton clad dancers from the night before flanked the stage 
dancing to the sounds pouring from the band. 
 
Before their encore DSO thanked their crew for all their hard work 
and Rob Eaton explained that he had lost someone who was like a 
father figure to him. In honor of Mr. Eaton’s loss the band launched 
into a crowd-pleasing Box Of Rain that had everyone wishing the 
weekend wasn’t so close to its end. Box made its way into the 
second Beatles cover of the night “Revolution” which in the current 
political climate has seemingly regained some of the same 
importance it held back in the 1960’s. 
 
Then poof, just like that, it was over. Sure some folks wandered 
inside for the weekend closing funk set from Josh Phillips Feel 
Good, but most said their goodbyes and hopped in their Ubers or 
started the long stumble up the road to the local Super 8 Motel or 
KOA Kampground. Our feet were tired from dancing, our hearts 
were full of love, and our spirits were rejuvenated. 
 
I don’t know if the Pisgah Jubilee will happen again, but it’s a safe 
bet that DSO will continue to make Pisgah a regular stop on their 
tour. It’s also safe to assume the local Deadhead community will 
continue to show up and give their love to the band that has been 
doing its best to keep the Grateful Dead spirit alive for over 20 
years. 
 
The Setlists: 
 
Dark Star Orchestra – Friday August 16, 2019 Set One: Promised 
Land, Brown Eyed Women, Me & My Uncle-> Big River, Stagger Lee, 
Look Like Rain, Row Jimmy, It’s All Over Now, Deal Set Two: Samson 
& Delilah, Tennessee Jed, Terrapin Station-> Playin’ In The Band-> 
Drums/Space-> Black Peter-> Not Fade Away-> Playin’ Reprise 
Encore: US Blues Filler: Cats Under The Stars, White Rabbit 
 
Peter Rowan w/ Chris Henry – Saturday August 17, 2019 Panama 
Red*-> Freight Train*-> Panama Red*, Doc Watson Morning, New 
River Train, hobo Song, ?All These Lonely Pilgrims?, Free Mexican 
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Airforce, Angel Band, Midnight Moonlight, The Light In Carter 
Stanley’s Eyes, Land Of The Navajo, I’m Calling You * = Performed 
solo w/o Chris Henry 
 
Midnight North – Saturday August 17, 2019 Miss M, Earthquakes, 
The Highway Song, Long View-> One Night Stand, Everyday, Greene 
County, Don’t Do It, Playing A Poor Hand Well, Under The Lights, 
Woodstock, Roamin’, Keep Your Lights Trimmed & Burning 
 
Dark Star Orchestra – Saturday August 17, 2019 Set One: Bertha-> 
Good Lovin’, Dire Wolf, Black Throated Wind, Deep Elem Blues, We 
Can Run, Mama Tried-> Mexicali Blues, Peggy O, Jack Straw-> Let It 
Rock Set Two: The Music Never Stopped, Dear Prudence, Let It 
Grow-> Saint Stephen-> Uncle John’s Band-> Drums/Space-> Dark 
Star-> UJB Reprise-> Comes A Time-> One More Saturday Night * 
Encore: Box Of Rain-> Revolution * = w/ Alex Jordan on organ 
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