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	SolarFest – great music, 60 workshops on renewable energy and sustainable living, a myriad of exhibits in the cool shade, camping in the woods (watch for Red Riding Wolf), designing and racing a solar-powered vehicle, hanging with friends — all this and more at an affordable price.

It's not surprising that SolarFest is rated one of the Top 10 2008 summer events by the Vermont Chamber of Commerce. The family-friendly New England renewable energy festival starts Friday afternoon, July 11, and runs all weekend until 7 p.m. on Sunday, July 13, at Forget-Me-Not Farm in Tinmouth, just one-quarter mile from the junction of Routes 133 and 140.

For 14 years SolarFest has celebrated the power of renewable energy, the performing arts, and community action, with emphasis on conserving Earth's limited resources. The entire weekend festival, including the sound and lights on the main stage, is powered by renewable energy (primarily solar with some wind and biodiesel).

The festival was conceived by a group of friends in Middletown Springs during a game of Frisbee golf. Nance Dean, her partner, Ed Updike, and several musician friends remarked that the lay of the land suggested a perfect natural amphitheater for an outdoor musical event. Because Dean and Updike live off the grid, solar energy was a necessity. This small group of friends and a large group of volunteers who shared their passion for the performing arts and for living more sustainably started the festival.

Slow start

That first year 200 people came. Despite the rainy cloudy weekend, spirits were not dampened, and the festival was a success. The solar system worked, and the green grassroots of the festival took hold, long before "green" became a household term. According to Board President Melissa Chestnut-Tangerman, a consistently tireless force since SolarFest's inception, "SolarFest struggled for so long. Only in the past three years or so, have the gate and weather been strong enough that we have been left without debt." Talk about holding the faith! After eight years in Middletown Springs, SolarFest spent two years at Green Mountain College in nearby Poultney until 2005, when SolarFest found a new home at Forget-Me-Not Farm in Tinmouth, a crooked mile from the original site.

Hosts Melody and Marshall Squier are generously opening their bucolic Forget-Me-Not Farm to the nearly 6,000 people expected to attend this year. The transformation of their 80-acre therapeutic horse farm into a beautiful festival site starts weeks before the actual event and picks up in frenzy as the festival date approaches. SolarFest relies on the collective energy of almost 300 volunteers to make a beautiful, people-friendly festival site, including 12 "Volunteers for Peace" from eight countries and four veteran volunteers who arrive the week before. They spend time weeding, mowing, haying, hacking, lugging, scraping, painting, hammering, fencing, scooping, experiencing rural Vermont and making friends. They stay the following week until the reversion back to farm is complete.

SolarFest has been incorporated as a nonprofit for 9 years. Patty Kenyon, festival manager, works tirelessly with the 14 member board of trustees to oversee the entire festival from set-up to pull-down, ensuring an extremely well-organized and crowd-pleasing event.

Over the years I have witnessed SolarFest's coming of age. The festival has evolved and grown as folks with diverse experiences and commitment to living lightly on Earth have stepped forth and added their various contributions to the mix. Thousands of hours of labor and generous donations and sponsorships fuel this unique event – along with the good old sun, which graces us each and every day.



The SolarFest experience today



The plethora of weekend activities includes diverse musical entertainment on the main stage: powerful and funny singer-songwriter Dar Williams; Haale, who sings in English and Persian as she explores themes of transformation and evolution; Montreal's New Groove Orchestra; Barefoot Truth, a young roots rock band; and Bonepony, a rock band that offers the fervor of a traveling tent revival.

The family stage features clowns and story tellers, while the kids' corner offers parachute games, organized crafts, and a family earth walk for the young ones. "Theater in the Woods," a humorous fairy tale by local children's author Frank Asch, is staged through the woods and lures an audience of all ages. Giant puppets and a contra dance round out the family activities.

Two keynote speakers – William Rivers Pitt, dedicated political observer, writer, and activist and Frances Moore Lappé, author of 16 books, (three-million-copy bestseller "Diet for a Small Planet") – offer up their messages of hope.

SolarFest also touts a large range of in-depth workshops, with such themes as renewable energy technologies, green building, tips for backyard gardening, thriving locally, and new this year, a workshop track especially for younger folks, the "Solar Generation." Two more seated tents have been added since last year, bringing the total to five, so that weather doesn't interfere. Outside workshops include herbal weed walks, draft horses, hybrid cars and solar site tours.

Given the multitude of workshops and the lingo of the titles (biomass, biodiesel, vermiculture, photovoltaic arrays, plug-in hybrids, on grid, off grid), choosing which workshop to attend can be overwhelming, especially for someone like me who is technically challenged. I inquired of Melissa which workshops might be helpful for a homeowner or renter of limited resources, with no plans for building a new home. She recommended those involving gardening, homesteading and living locally, as well as "Energy Conservation: The Least Expensive kWh is the One Never Used" – a workshop focusing on the many ways homeowners can reduce by as much as half their electrical and thermal energy consumption.

This year I want to stretch my knowledge base, so I will explore some new topics beginning with the basic "PV 101: Plug Your Home into the Sun!" – an introduction to photovoltaic (PV) technology and its use as a source of electric power for the home, presented by Richard Gottlieb of Sunnyside Solar, Inc. To better understand how all this visible and not-so-visible renewable energy equipment powers SolarFest, I plan to take one of the very popular SolarFest site tours conducted by John Blittersdorf, coordinator of SolarFest's renewable energy power systems and owner of Central Vermont Solar and Wind. If I still have difficulty comprehending the systems, my friend Leslie has promised she will join me on the "SolarFest Site Tour for Young People of All Ages," led by young people who have grown up with SolarFest, along with the energy experts.

When I need a break from absorbing all the inspiring workshop information, I'll have a solar smoothie and then borrow a friend's 10-year-old so we can check out "Spiderman, Superwoman, and the X-Men: The Power of Alternative Energy" and learn what amazing things even non-super heroes and can do with alternative energy sources. If our energy batteries still have enough juice, we'll attend "Rebels With a Cause: How You Can Work to Save The Environment at Home and School," a workshop to help young people (ages 10 to 14) discover how they can make positive change happen by becoming environmental activists.

My 24-year-old son enthusiastically looks forward to increasing his gardening expertise by attending workshops on composting and extending the growing season. I will suggest that he also check out some of the exciting, new youth-track workshops. "Think Outside the Bottle: The Real Scoop on Bottled Water" encourages participants to develop local control over a common resource and shows how to launch a "Think Outside the Bottle" campaign in one's school or community. "Future Cars Today: What to Know Before Buying Your First Hybrid Car" offers a hands-on look at the various hybrid vehicles available and discussion with some of their owners.

Over the years I have wondered how the festival affects the people who attend it. A few years ago while traveling, I met a woman from the New York City area who was excited to learn that I am involved with SolarFest. Her family had been vacationing in Maine and had seen a SolarFest poster. On a whim, they came to the festival two days later. She animatedly described to me how her family returned home inspired and committed to initiate energy savings in their household. They also started weekly family candlelit dinners with locally grown food. I was glad to see her back at SolarFest last year.

Come to SolarFest and bask in the atmosphere of hopeful celebration for a sustainable future. A full weekend pass is 35$ per person; day passes are: $10 (Friday), $25 (Saturday) and $20 (Sunday). Children 16 and under are free when accompanied by an adult. Visit the Solar Fest Web site for more detailed information or call the office at (802) 235-1513.


