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The Best Seat in the House
Abbie Weisenbloom provides an intimate venue for acoustic music

By Linda Levitt and Abbie Weisenbloom

Abbie Weisenbloom has made her mark
on the Portland music scene by creating
a thriving venue for bluegrass
and other acoustic musicians in
her Southeast Portland living
room. With over 200 shows under
her belt, Abbie’s house concerts
are well known, and a hot ticket
among fans of acoustic music and
the bluegrass, old-time, and other
acoustic musicians who enjoy performing in an intimate setting to
attentive audiences. With concert
streaming now also available to
fans across the state – or across
the ocean, via Concert Window
(concertwindow.com/abbiewpresents), Abbie continues to support
musicians making a living with
their craft and to make the concert
experience accessible to more
people.

Abbie recently took time between
concert hosting and parenting
duties to answer a few questions
about the woman behind the
wildly successful concert series and
the house concert experience.

mountains above Carpinteria, California.
We spent several years there living in a
trailer alongside the construction site
where my parents were building their

time that afforded meant that my sister
and I had ample time to run around in
the brush with our dogs, get poison oak,
draw, fight, play music, read, and develop
our imaginations.
How did you end up in Portland?
My husband Harold and I were
looking for a place – that we liked
and could afford – to settle and
raise a family. We married in 1997
and were living in a San Francisco
walk-up with a roommate. Even
at that time, we knew we could
not afford to buy a place there,
although we loved it, so we quit
our jobs and hit the road for a
year, searching for a place to settle
down. We traveled to Mexico,
all around the US, and Europe
(mostly France). Our last stop
was Portland, where we knew a
couple. That first night, we stayed
with them, walked to the Bagdad
Theater, and had pizza and a beer.
We were hooked!
Have you always been interested
in music?

Ever since I had the opportunity
to play an instrument in 4th grade
Abbie Weisenbloom has become well known for hosting bluegrass, old-time and
and was given my father’s flute to
I mainly grew up in the Santa
acoustic house concerts in her Southeast Portland home.
play,
I was immediately drawn to
Barbara area, although I lived for
playing.
I
also
found the instrument itself
short periods in Hawaii and Nevada as
dream house, in the style of an historic
to
be
intensely
beautiful: the detailed sila small child. A large part of my early
adobe. The isolation of the location,
childhood was spent living up in the
limitations on TV, and the open-ended
Continued on Page 7

Where did you grow up?

Abbie Weisenbloom
ver mechanism, the sound it made. I enjoyed the physical sensation of blowing
across the embouchure. In grade school
there was “the band bus” that would
drive around to the schools. When it
pulled into the parking lot we’d board
it and learn our instrument. In middle
and high school there was marching
band. As I mentioned earlier, we lived
in the hills, a big commute from most
activities, so I often played alone in my
room, with the tape recorder playing a
duet part. I remember my budgie loved it
and would run back and forth along my
flute squawking with excitement while
I played, and how scratchy his claws
were. After high school I stopped playing
the flute regularly, but have picked it up
again in the past few years, along with
starting to learn the violin and piano.
What led you to host concerts?
In hindsight, I see that there were a
variety of catalysts that led us to host
concerts: relocating to a new city, becoming a parent, leaving the workplace,
feeling lonely and isolated professionally
and socially, missing travel and the wide
variety of people you meet on the road,
rediscovering music as an adult, and
simply wanting to get my groove back.
However, I can say that hosting house
concerts is not something that I ever
anticipated doing!
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The Tuttles performing on Abbie Weisenbloom;s living room stage in July, 2015

my first child Max, I dusted off a mandolin that I had inherited from my Grandmother Marie. I had never seen her play
it, but like the flute, I was smitten and
intrigued by the beauty and promise
of the instrument and started to take
lessons. As my belly swelled, so did my
fingers, and once our first child Max was
born I stopped taking lessons. I turned to
the flute again because as my first instrument, it was easier to play and learn with
a baby around. I also started attending
jams, played music with friends (classical
& traditional), and joined the Portland
Megaband.

Kids start to play.
By the time Zach and Max were 3 and
6 years old, a friend suggested I check
out Suzuki violin lessons for them at the
Community Music Center. Growing
up I had never seen a violin and always
thought they were exotic and out of
reach. Still, I was intrigued, so the kids
and I started learning the violin together.
In addition, we had purchased a piano
and the kids and I started taking piano
lessons. As a family, we also started going to an endless stream of shows offered
by the Portland Folk Music Society, Artichoke Music, the Oregon Symphony, etc.
Eventually, the kids and I played with a

The move and parenthood.
When Harold and I moved to Portland,
we quickly got full-time jobs, bought a
house, and got pregnant all in the first
year. We had no family in town. For
people who have raised kids, you know
this is where the picnic ends! The friends
we knew when we first arrived had
divorced and moved away and another
close friend, who wanted to move here,
died of cancer. I knew I wanted to stay
at home to raise the kids, but I had no
idea how that would feel. Although I had
many experiences and many jobs by the
time I had my first child at 31, nothing
prepared me for how I was going to react
to becoming a stay-at-home parent.
Rediscovering music.
I had put my flute away for many years.
At some point when I was pregnant with

Hosting house concerts is a family affair for Abbie, Harold and their sons Max and Zach.
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enjoy the music, and who enjoy food and
socializing on their own terms. For example, although my husband doesn’t play
or actively search out music, he enjoys
contributing to concerts by making the
chicken, cookies, hosting, and being an
integral part of the evening. He has also
come to appreciate music he had never
been exposed to before.
Over the years you’ve hosted a lot of
acoustic music, including some great
bluegrass and old-time artists. Who
have been some of your favorites?

One of my favorite bluegrass shows
recently has been Mr. Sun featuring
Martin Stevens, Dan Crary, Bill Evans and Steve Spurgin in August, 2015
Darol Anger, Joe Walsh, Grant Gordy,
and Ethan Jodziewicz. Other fantastic
band for farmers’ markets.
All day I keep up on emails and social
shows include John Reischman and
media, posters, etc., then go for a swim
his projects; Billy Strings & Don Julin;
How did you get started with house
or ride my bike to calm the nerves.
Laurie Lewis & Tom Rozum; The Bee
concerts? Who was the first musician
Around 3-4 p.m. I clean the house in the
Eaters and their various projects; Dan
to play in your living room?
fastest most efficient way possible and
Crary, Bill Evans, Steve Spurgin, Martin
call the kids into action, setting up the
Stevens; True North; Front Country;
We started to actively bring people into
correct number of chairs, setting up the
Barefoot Movement; Scott Law & Peter
our home by hosting students from
green room, turning on all of the lights,
Rowan, Jeff Scroggins & Colorado; The
France. Not long afterward, we began
etc. At 5 p.m. I get dressed. Harold bar- Tuttles. You can see that this is really an
hosting music jams, recitals, rehearsals
becues the chicken and bakes the cookies. impossible choice!
and ultimately house concerts.
If people have signed up to help, they
Some favorite old-time shows include
come at this time. Around 6 p.m. the
In 2005 I met a musician new to town,
Foghorn Stringband and Frank Fairfield.
musicians arrive for a sound check and
Jamie Laval, and took fiddle lessons from
Concert Window framing. At 6:30 the
him. He moved away but would tour
Where do all of the donations go?
potluck starts and the guests arrive. Max
back through town with his different
or Zach takes donations at the door. At 7
projects, so I offered to have him to play
p.m. I start the Concert Window stream, As a house concert, all donations at the
at our place. Mind you, at that time our
door go to the artists. Since a house conand at 7:30 PM the show begins. At inliving room was full of lots of stuff, so I
termission there is visiting and merchan- cert is legally a party, and we do so many
can imagine how he might have hesitated
parties, we are careful stick to the rules.
dise sales. Unless the artists spend the
before finally taking me up on my offer.
Also,
it feels great to contribute to the
night, the last guests have usually headed
Once he did, in 2009, we commissioned
artists
in this way! We are now an official
home before midnight!
Brecher Design to build what was then
Folk Alliance house concert series, and
the first part of the stage. I wanted it to
as members they cover all of the ASCAP/
Why potluck and food at a house
look nice and not just be a pallet with a
BMI fees.
concert?
piece of plywood on top!
How does Concert Window work?
We have 5 senses. If we can feed all of
How many house concerts do you host
those in an evening, it is a better experiConcert Window is a streaming platform
in an average month?
ence. The potluck is a nice way for the
that allows us to share our shows with
audience to transition into the concert
We have hosted concerts for 6½ years
anyone who wants to tune in and watch
experience. It makes the house smell
and over 250 shows to date. In Novemthe
show live on the internet. Usually, the
great too! We visit with old friends and
ber 2015 we had 11 shows, but that is
folks
who tune in are fans of the artist, or
meet new ones. The audience also enjoys
much more that average. We have 4 to
people
who follow my channel. We have
contributing to the creative energy of the
7 shows each month, but fewer in the
been
streaming
with this service for the
evening in this way. This ultimately widsummer.
last
two
years.
Traditional
musicians
ens the circle of people who come and
started the company and still run it with
How would you describe a typical
the goal of supporting the artists. Also
house concert flow?
OBA Bluegrass Express - Winter 2016
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I have a website with my full concert calendar – www.froggie.com.
To reserve a seat and get the directions to our house in SE Portland,
anyone can email abbiew@froggie.
com or use the Reserve Seats button
next to each show. Donations are
paid at the door.
What are some of the challenges
you’ve faced in hosting house
concerts?

Don Julian and Billy Strings in March 2015

as a venue in the online context, we are
legally allowed to be compensated for
our work, so I see this as a win-win situation. My channel is www.concertwindow.
com/abbiewpresents. Usually people pay
$1 (or more if they like) to watch a show
and then they tip during the show and
comment on the live feed if they want.
I keep the technical equipment off to
the side so that it does not diminish or
distract from the live audience experience. The artists and I split 70% of the
proceeds.
How do people find out about your
concerts or reserve a seat?

Anxiety!
Especially in the early years, I had
episodes of anxiety and uncertainty
about what I am doing. As with
many things, it is only in hindsight
that anything seems to make sense.
Swimming and biking help to keep
these things at bay. I also spent
several years in therapy navigating
the early years of shows with
someone who is familiar with the music
world.
Financing the series.
In the short term, I have added a donate
button to the website, but I need to figure
that piece out.
Energy management.
It can be exhausting, especially if you
have 4 in one week.
Managing last minute cancellations.
I have learned to be kind of Zen about
this. As a parent and audience member, I
know how unpredictable life can be, so
I completely
support folks
if they are
unable to get
themselves
here as long
as they can
tell me in
advance,
even the day
of is much
appreciated.
That is also
why I always
plan on
overbooking

John Reischman, Scott Nygaard, and Sharon Gilchrist Trio, October 2015
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shows. So far I have not regretted doing
that because usually for 10% of the
audience, something legitimate comes
up where they simply cannot attend.
When they do show up, I recognize the
commitment it takes to do that and am
genuinely appreciative.
What have been some of your favorite
house concert moments?
Specifically?
When Rushad Eggleston did 30 air
jumps in a row and the audience was in
stitches. When Jerron Paxton played the
piano. When one audience member for
the Crow Quill Night Owls show walked
in the door with all of the ingredients to
make Chai from scratch.
Generally?
When a musician leads a sing-a-long
and hears how powerful the audience
resounds in the room. When there’s a
real back-and-forth dialogue between
the performer and audience. When time
stands still for a roomful of people during a show and you are all on the same
page. When the potluck is out of sight!
When you realize that new friends are
becoming old friends. When kids are really into the music. After a show, there’s
a special feeling that lingers. I’d like to
capture that in a bottle.
What keeps you motivated to continue
hosting concerts?
A community has grown around it. Some
audience members step away for a few
years and come back to it, and musicians from all over the world continue to
discover it for the first time. I enjoy the
continuity and also enjoy not knowing
what might happen. Portland is changing a lot right now. I feel there’s value
in doing my best to keep a good thing
going for the artists and community, and
it also helps to anchor our family in that
context.
Thanks!
A big Thank You to every person who
has contributed to this project, attended
shows, helped out, performed, and sent
supportive words along the way. As a
community, it wouldn’t exist without you.

