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Those who have attended many or all of the American Folk Festivals over the years
likely remember 2011. That was the year that Hurricane Irene made its way up the
Eastern seaboard and wreaked havoc on the festival’s Sunday schedule. As a result, The
Northern Kentucky Brotherhood Singers put on a special Monday performance at Husson
University’s Gracie Theatre immediately after Folk Festival weekend for people who
missed the third day of performances.

“We stuck around and did an extra concert for the American Folk Festival that year
and lent support in any way we could under the circumstances,” said Ric Jennigs of The
Brotherhood Singers. “We enjoyed doing it and got a lot out of it.”

The Northern Kentucky Brotherhood Singers is an African-American a cappella gospel
group performing in a traditional fashion with intricate and emotional four-part
harmony. The group started out in the late 1980s, singing at the 9th Street Baptist Church
in Covington, Kentucky. The Brotherhood Singers have performed throughout the United
States, as well as in Canada and Spain, which they have toured 17 times.

“We are going into 30 years as of March of next year,” said Jennings. “We have kind of
an old-school gospel flavor in our material. We sing a lot of the old gospel tunes. The flavor
that we’ve been blessed with tends to reach out to all generations one way or the other,
which is sort of surprising to us. But when the Lord is in charge, then there is no void.”

The Brotherhood Singers are looking forward to returning to Maine for lobster rolls,
the Festival, and the Maine people.

According to Jennings, the people in Maine made the biggest impression.
“Even at the airport — they said over the PA that we couldn’t get on the plane until we

sang a song. So we even enjoyed the airport. It was all a part of God’s plan — being delayed
and opening up with our talents that weren’t expected under the circumstances. That’s
what it’s all about — sharing the hearts and minds together with His love and song.”

The Brotherhood Singers perform:
Friday, 8:45 p.m. LL Bean Penobscot Stage
Saturday, Noon LL Bean Penobscot Stage (“Mouth Music” Talk / Demo session)
Saturday, 1:15 p.m. LL Bean Penobscot Stage
Saturday, 3:15 p.m. BDN Railroad Stage
Sunday, Noon BDN Railroad Stage

Northern Kentucky
Brotherhood Singers Michael Cleveland has accomplished a lot at a young age. He has been named the

International Bluegrass Music Association’s Fiddle Performer of the Year 10 times,
and has earned himself a Grammy Award. How does a 35-year-old achieve so much
success? It starts with raw talent, it helps to practice a lot, and it doesn’t hurt to start
playing the fiddle at the age of 4.

“Even at 4-years-old I knew that I wanted to play,” said Cleveland. “I knew that I wanted
to play because I heard a local area bluegrass fiddler play the Orange Blossom Special. I
definitely wanted to play bluegrass. There were a lot of great fiddlers in the area but
nobodyreallyknewhowtostartsomebody,especiallya4-year-oldwithvisual impairment.”

Cleveland was born in Henryville, Indiana and graduated from the Kentucky School for
the Blind. Cleveland made his Grand Ole Opry debut in 1993 as a guest of Alison Krauss
and has performed with a number of bluegrass legends since then including Bill Monroe,
Jim and Jesse, Ralph Stanley, Doc Watson, and J.D. Crowe.

“It’s even more surreal when I think about it now,” explained Cleveland. “I got to
play with Bill Monroe a couple of times. A lot of people playing now in this generation
never got to meet him and I got to do that when I was 9 or 10 years old. I have been
fortunate to either play with or meet most of my musical heroes and I have been
extremely lucky to be able to do that.”

Cleveland comes to Maine with his group Flamekeeper. Cleveland not only plays fiddle
in the group, but sings, as well, and is joined by musicians on guitar, bass, mandolin, and
banjo. The American Folk Festival will not be his first time performing in Maine, and
Cleveland likes it that way.

“It’s always good to play in Maine,” said Cleveland. “We don’t get to play there as much
as we’d like, but we’re hoping to pick some and eat some lobster.”

Michael Cleveland and Flamekeeper perform:
Saturday, 2:15 p.m. EMHS Two Rivers Stage
Saturday, 5 p.m. LL Bean Penobscot Stage (Swing Explosion Talk/Demo session)
Saturday, 8:30 p.m. BDN Railroad Stage
Sunday, 1 p.m. EMHS Two Rivers Stage (Fiddle Traditions Talk/Demo session)
Sunday, 4:15 p.m. BDN Railroad Stage

Michael Cleveland and Flamekeeper


