
By Lori Russell

It’s not too late to grab a lawn 
chair or a blanket, and head to 
City Park in The Dalles to catch 

some great music this summer. 
Now in its fifth year, the Music in 

the Park Concert series runs every 
other Saturday from 6 p.m. to 8 p.m. 
through Labor Day weekend. 

The free concert series brings 
together some of the region’s best 
acoustic musicians and aspiring local 
talent for six performances each 
summer.

The kickoff concert on June 21 
featured a rich mix of Americana 
music and vocal harmonies by the 
all-female acoustic band Misty River.

The Acoustic Guitar Summit 

during the Fourth of July weekend 
brought together the virtuoso steel-
string guitar quartet of Terry Robb, 
Mark Hanson, Doug Smith and Paul 
Chasman.

Two weeks later, the audience’s 
feet were tapping and hands 
clapping to the bluegrass sound of 
the Foghorn Stringband. 

The series—which draws 300 to 
500 people for each performance—is 
the brainchild of singer/songwriter, 
performer and independent music 
producer Victor Johnson.

In 2003, Victor and several other 
area musicians were scheduled 
to play at Moe Dixon’s Summer 
Solstice concert in Hood River. 

When the event sponsor 
cancelled just weeks before the 
performance, Victor turned bad luck 
into opportunity. He remembers 
approaching Susan Huntington, 
then-director of The Dalles Chamber 
of Commerce, about sponsoring the 
concert in The Dalles.

“She thought about it for about 
30 seconds and then she said, ‘Can 
you do three of them?’”

Victor agreed.
With only 10 days before the first 

event, he rounded up microphones 
and other equipment from fellow 
musicians and friends, including a 
rickety trailer to use as a stage. 

“The only source of power at the 
park (for the electronic equipment) 
was a single outlet in the restroom,” 
he says. “There were some holes 
in the floor of the trailer, so the 
performers had to be careful where 
they stepped. It also tipped, so the 
musicians had to stand in certain 
places to keep it balanced.” 

Despite the logistical challenges, 
with such popular acts as Terry 
Robb, Moe Dixon and Django 
Cadillac, the series was a hit from 
the start. 

“At the time, there wasn’t 
anything like it here,” Victor says. 
“There still isn’t.” 

Free concerts continue
at The Dalles City Park

through August
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As the series expanded to 
five concerts the following year, 
businesses and agencies including 
Well Fargo Bank, Home Depot, 
Northern Wasco County Parks 
and Recreation, and the city of 
The Dalles joined together to 
build a permanent stage and make 
improvements at the park.

Thanks to a donation from 
Google, concert organizers no 
longer have to snake an extension 
cord across the lawn to supply power 
to the microphones and sound 
equipment for the performances. 
New wiring and power outlets are 
by the stage.  

“The series brings the community 
together,” says Mary Stocks, 
marketing, public relations and 
events coordinator for The Dalles 
Area Chamber of Commerce. “You 
can see that through the sponsors. 
We have even more new businesses 
and individuals sponsoring this year.”

This season, Comfort Inn joins 
Griffith Motors and Wells Fargo as 
series sponsors. Individual concert 
sponsors include NW Natural, The 
Dalles Disposal, Brown Roofing 
Co., Mid-Columbia Vision Center, 
Columbia River Women’s Clinic, 
Gene and Dixie Parker, and attorney 
Tom C. Peachey.   

“The sponsors want The Dalles 
to be a cool place,” says Victor. 
“They want to make things happen 
and to bring people together.

“The series just keeps growing. 
It’s always been a total community 
thing. All it really takes is individuals 
in the community who want to get 
behind it.”

Along with booking well-known 
musical talent as headliners, Victor 
provides aspiring musicians with an 
opportunity to perform.

“We had a lot of young kids last 
season,” he says. “There are not a 
lot of places for them to perform 
and gain stage experience.” 

This season’s kick-off concert 
featured two homegrown musicians 
as opening acts.

Michele Buckles, a 17-year-old 
guitarist/vocalist, showed off the 
talent that earned her a place on 
a European tour with the Oregon 
Ambassadors of Music program next 
summer. Benjamin Ballinger, who 
has performed in New York and 
Portland, played his original songs 
of love, loss, power and pride to a 
receptive crowd.

“All the times I’ve been on stage 
in the last eight years didn’t prepare 
me for looking out across the lawn 
and seeing so many people who were 
a part of my life in The Dalles,” 
says Benjamin. “Victor Johnson is 
doing wonderful things here. He 
also did something very special for 
me and my music by giving me the 
opportunity to sing for my city.” 

Victor has brought in sound 
engineer John Francombe to work 

the specialized sound system that 
allows the audience to hear the 
musicans at their best, and the 
musicians to hear one another as 
they perform.

The former Hood River resident 
who has worked with James Taylor, 
the Allman Brothers and Lucas 
Films commutes from his home in 
Portland for the concerts. 

“I don’t know if people realize 
how good he really is,” says Victor. 
“He’s an epic talent. With a sound 
engineer, if he’s good, you don’t 
even notice what he’s doing.” 

The concerts draw music lovers of 
all ages from the local community, as 
well as out-of-town visitors.

The playground equipment at the 
park gives the youngest members 
of the audience ample place to run, 
jump and climb while their parents 
enjoy picnic dinners from home or 
food purchased from local vendors. 

Donations of canned food for the 
local St. Vincent De Paul food bank 
are accepted at every performance. 

Victor says one of the surprises 
has been the large numbers of 
seniors who attend the events.

“Some of the older members of 
the community remember back 
before Sorosis Park was created 
and City Park was the place where 
everything happened,” Victor says. 
“In the past few years, there’s been a 
kind of a renaissance at the park. It 
looks good, it feels good and people 
are there using it.”

The Music in the Park series 
concludes this month with three 
concerts. The quartet Three Leg 
Torso performs unique and original 
chamber music on August 2.

The man who inspired it all, 
master guitarist and Gorge favorite 
Moe Dixon, returns to City Park on 
August 16 to share his high energy 
mix of folk, blues and ragtime. 

Guitarist Mary Flower pairs up 
with Reggie Houston on saxophone 
to bring the Bourbon Street blues to 
The Dalles on August 30. n

Left, the crowd gets into the music during 
Misty River’s performance. Photo by Rick 
Martinson. Opposite page, local musician 
Benjamin Ballinger opens the show.
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