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THIS WEEK IN PHOTOS

Campers sing along with the punk band Wards as it performs "Weapons Factory" on Tuesday during a concert at the weeklong Vermont Rock Music Camp at 242 Main in Burlington.
PETER HUOPPI, Free Press
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For kids, THIS CAMP ROCKS!

Published: Thursday, August 10, 2006
By Lauren Ober
Free Press Staff Writer

Learning music theory might not be the way most youngsters would choose to spend their summer days. But if you want to be a rock 'n' roll star, you've got to know the science behind the songs. 

For a couple of hours a day, Greg Matses conducts music theory class for his budding musicians at the Vermont Rock Music Camp at 242 Main in Burlington. He and the other instructors, all professional musicians in their own rights, dare the students to stump them with complex chord progressions. Try as they might, the students never baffle the teachers -- except this week. 

To the students' delight, the instructors simply couldn't play the notes. So a day later, the instructors turned it around on their precocious rock 'n' rollers and asked them to play the progression. 

"You want to try it?" Matses asked. "If you can do it, you're teaching the theory class tomorrow." A group of shaggy-haired boys decked out in their favorite band T-shirts picked up their instruments and knocked out the progression no problem. Their fellow campers cheered at their success, securing the boys their respect and admiration. 

The exercise was one that helped make the practice of learning complicated musical modes such as Dorian, Lydian and Phrygian more enjoyable and more manageable for the students. And it also let them know that making rock music isn't all about adoring fans, breathless groupies and instant money. 

Matses, a guitar instructor at Johnson State College and Community College of Vermont, began the camp in 2001 in Jericho and moved it to Burlington in 2003. He says he can't believe how popular it's become in just a short time. 

"It's kind of a little out of control this year. It's really coming into its own, and it's getting a really good regional reputation," Matses said. 

So good that the musicians, generally between the ages of 11 and 18, have come from eight states to take part in the camp. Matses had to turn several campers away because he didn't have the space. He said some out-of-state families planned their vacations around the camp and others have had to find host families for their children. 

"It's gone from this little community thing in Jericho to this," Matses said.

Next summer he's looking to set up a satellite rock camp in Massachusetts. 

It's easy to see what the draw is. What musician wouldn't want to spend his or her days jamming with a band and learning from professional musicians? That's exactly why Liam Brennan of Hinesburg came to camp. 

This is the 14-year-old's first time at rock camp and already he's feeling the vibes.

"I just wanted to learn more guitar and play with other people. It's the first time I've played with other people," said Brennan, who has been playing guitar for three years. 

His camp band, a ragtag bunch of solid musicians from Chittenden County, fell in synch quickly with each other, thanks to the encouragement of their instructor, local reggae artist Bobby Hackney of the band Lambsbread. As the band -- Brennan, Cameron Williams of Burlington, Leo Marrinson of Hinesburg, Austin Pine of Burlington, Joseph Leidy of Burlington, and Dylan Hancock of Waterbury -- practiced the anthemic Grateful Dead song "Touch of Gray," Hackney shouted encouragement. 

"What you got right now sounds awesome. This is gonna sound great. I'm loving it," Hackney said.

At the end of the week of camp (this session ends Friday), the 11 camper bands record their songs and perform for the rest of the camp. For instructor Ted Pappadopoulos, of the local band The New Siberians, seeing and hearing all that the campers have learned is the highlight of the camp. 

"Every once in a while you want to play in one of their bands," he said.


More information
On the Web: www.rockmusiccamp.com
Call: 878-7005

Have a question, comment, story idea? Contact Lauren Ober at 660-1868 or lober@bfp.burlingtonfreepress.com 
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