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Michael Mwenso was just a teenager when the National Folk Festival visited
Bangor for the first time in 2002, although he was already performing professionally.
He was singing and playing piano before picking up the trombone. By age 13, he was
touring with an old-style swing band. By the time he was 14, Mwenso had already
attracted the attention of the legendary James Brown, who invited him to sing and
dance at his UK engagements until he was 16 years old.

“I was able to develop a relationship with James Brown when I was a very young
child,” recalled Mwenso. “A lot of the great jazz legends were still alive when I was
young though and I was able to talk with them, too. All of the experiences with
legendary performers were high points because they all were able to shape me and
mold me. They all had their own experiences to share.”

When he was 16-years-old, Mwenso left school to turn professional. He played
trombone in a variety of groups and began focusing on his singing when he turned 21.
Mwenso was a part of a four-voice group, performing bebop vocalese and scat, blues,
standards, and Black American folk music. In 2007, Mwenso established a late-night
jam session which became a go-to spot for both performers and fans. Today, Mwenso
is the curator and programming associate at Jazz at Lincoln Center in New York City.

Michael Mwenso and the Shakes come to Bangor with vocalist Brianna Thomas.
The group has been featured on NPR’s “Jazz Night in America” and at the Kennedy
Center’s 2015 New Year’s Eve Gala. The 2016 American Folk Festival marks the first
Maine performance for Michael Mwenso & The Shakes, as well as Mwenso’s first
visit to the Pine Tree State.

“For me, whenever I go into a new place, living in New York and going somewhere
like Maine, it will be more of a retreat,” said Mwenso. “I’ll use it as a spiritual retreat
and use it as an experience to present music.”

As a group, Bonsoir, Catin is younger than the American Folk Festival. Formed
in 2005, the six-piece band is a Cajun group looking forward to making its first visit
to Maine as performers.

“We are well aware of the natural beauty of the area and we hope that we get to
meet some of our Acadian cousins from the Acadian population,” said Kristy
Guillory, accordion player and vocalist for Bonsoir, Catin. “We’ve had visitors from
that part of Maine before come through Louisiana and we are always delighted to
speak French with them and share things about our similar cultures.”

The group of six is made up of mothers and a soon-to-be daddy. As a result,
Bonsoir, Catin is more often than not heard in Louisiana dancehalls and at local
festivals rather than “on the road,” making the trip north for the American Folk
Festival a big deal for them.

“We love to take our children and families with us,” said Guillory. “We have often
joked that toward the end of a weekend away, when we start to get lonesome for our
children and for home, we need to have toddlers lined up and waiting on the side of
the stage for us to kiss and hug and then send on their way.”

As a still relatively young group, Bonsoir, Catin continues to grow and evolve,
meaning Bangor is in for a treat catching them at just the right time.

“I feel like that with each new record released we become more and more
confident in our songwriting abilities and our abilities to deliver innovative and
fresh Cajun music, while being able to stay authentic to our culture,” said Guillory.
“We are very excited to be a part of the American Folk Festival. Each time we have
the opportunity to play a festival such as this, we really enjoy the camaraderie we
find with other musicians that play diverse styles of music and who come from
diverse backgrounds. It is inspiring and a reminder that we are more alike than
different and that music is an incredible unifier.”

Michael Mwenso & The Shakes
featuring Brianna Thomas

Bonsoir, Catin

Bonsoir, Catin performs:
Saturday, 4:15 p.m. BDN Railroad Stage
Saturday, 6 p.m. Dance Pavilion
Sunday, 1:15 p.m. LL Bean Penobscot Stage (Songs of Heart & Heartache Talk / Demo session)
Sunday, 3 p.m. Dance Pavilion

Michael Mwenso and the Shakes perform:
Friday, 9:30 p.m. LL Bean Penobscot Stage
Saturday, Noon LL Bean Penobscot Stage (Mouth Music Talk / Demo session)
Saturday, 3:15 p.m. Dance Pavilion
Saturday, 5 p.m. LL Bean Penobscot Stage (Swing Explosion Talk / Demo session)
Sunday, 1:15 p.m. LL Bean Penobscot Stage (Songs of Heart and Heartache Talk / Demo session)
Sunday, 4:15 p.m. Dance Pavilion
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