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Jazz night at the Pheonix has a faithful following
Michael Blankenship ’10 and Brock Webb ’09 work in the kitchen at Lonnski’s preparing the food.          AMI FREEBERG
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Every Wednesday, Brian Cavanagh-Strong ’09, Adam Thein ’10 and Randy Brush entertain diners with jazz at the Café Phoenix, an inn and 
restaurant located on the corner of 4th Avenue and Park Street. The trio began performing at the Mediterranean-style restaurant in June as a way to 
attract people to the café and liven Grinnell ’s jazz scene.

The three are compensated for their performances with tips and a multi-course meal. “We get dessert, drinks, coffee. And [Phoenix owner] Kamal is 
a great cook,” said pianist Cavanagh-Strong,. 

The venture is partially the product of Jazz Ensemble director and Professor of Music, Damani Philips, who encouraged the Grinnell musicians to 
play more frequently at school and in the community.  

Though the members have had a musical relationship for years—Cavanagh-Strong and Thein both are music majors—they didn’t start playing 
together until they landed their weekly gig last summer. The café’s owner, Kamal Hammouda, had been looking for local musicians to play regularly at 
the café, and was pleased to hire the trio. Over the past few months, they have generated a local following—regulars from the town and the school will 
often attend, even requesting songs.

The trio tends to stick to old standards in their own exciting style that often involves improvised sections. 
The group will also play informally at Jazz Night in Bob’s Underground Café on Mondays once the event begins.  

—Compiled by Sarah Shaughnessy
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Germany is more than beer, and the Amana 
Colonies are more than small villages.

Originally founded by a group of faith-
ful Christian immigrants from Germany, the 
Amana Colonies lie roughly 60 miles east of 
Grinnell. 

Ever since 1965, every first weekend of Oc-
tober they have hosted a festival with march-
ing bands, beer and an abundance of blue and 
white decorations. Dubbed “little bit of Bavaria 
in Iowa,” the festival is Amana’s own Oktober-
fest, a German festival held in Munich, often 
described as “the world’s largest fair.”

Even though the Oktoberfest in the Amana 
Colonies are not nearly as old as the real Okto-
berfest, its custom is already firmly established, 
with some visitors making their way to the 
Colonies every year. 

“It’s a tradition,” a group from northern 
Iowa said. “We come every year.”

For those involved, the experience starts far 
before October. 

“We start practicing eight weeks before 
the Oktoberfest for our only gig,” said Randy 
Kinder, the drummer of the band Die Tiefen-

Keller, said. “That’s how we’ve been doing it for 
32 years.” 

Attendance has increased steadily through-
out the years, with last year setting the highest 
tally yet. 

“We had just over 35,000 visitors [in 2008],” 
said John, an Amana local. “This year we’re ex-
pecting nearly as much—at least 25,000.” 

The annual event is great for business in the 
small villages of the Amana Colonies, as thou-
sands of festival goers come from every direc-
tion with money to spend. 

“The Saturday of the Oktoberfest is gener-
ally our biggest business day of the whole year,” 
an employee of the Amana General Store said 
“We were praying for good weather.’

Unwelcome rain may have stopped some 
from coming out this year, but there was still 
plenty people dedicated enough to drive from 
other states. 

“We came all the way from Lenexa, Kan-
sas,” a married couple in their mid-50s of Ger-
man ancestry, said. “It is lots of fun, not as good 
as Germany, but close. The same goes for the 
beer.”

Beer, a central focus of Oktoberfest, is of-

fered in plenty of varieties, with the Amana-
homebrewed beer being the most popular. But 
it is not just the beer that draws people to the 
Oktoberfest. 

“I come her for the Deutsche experience,” 
an unnamed Germany-lover from Iowa City 
said. “Plus it’s the only German Celebration I’ve 
ever been to. It’s fun—the folks here are having 
a lot of fun.”

Unfortunately, this is Iowa, not Germany, as 
is evident by the relative lack of lederhosen and 
dirndls. The “Willkommen” or “Welcome” at 
the front entrance does its best to set the festive 
mood. Regardless, there will be critics, includ-
ing Grinnell Student Jacob Gjesdahl ’10, who 
lived in Bavaria for over year

When asked his opinion, Gjesdahl respond-
ed, “Net authentisch,” or in our Iowan dialect, 
“not authentic.”

Nevertheless, the festival is German enough 
for the thousands of people who frequent every 
year. As long as they keep holding it, visitors will 
surely come for the first weekend in October to 
drink, eat and be entertained. It’s a little escape 
from the Midwest without even leaving Iowa. 

Iowa community hosts its own Oktoberfest, drawing thousands, during first weekend of October for 44 years and running 

Amana Colonies bring German fair to Iowa

Friday:

Maurice’s Fashion Show, Fro 
6-9  p.m., at the Maurice’s Clothing 
Store located in the Walmart Super-
store complex. 

Karokee at Vodoo Lounge, starts 
at 10 p.m. 

Monday:

The Grinnell Regional Medi-
cal Senior Education Program will 
host Matt Charnetski as he presents 
“Adventures in Antarctica” at the 
Grinnell Elks Lodge on Third Ave. 
and Main Street. Event starts at 10 
a.m., but get there half an hour early 
for refreshments. 

Wednesday & Thuusday:

Grinnell Area Arts Council’s 
Annual Phone-a-thon. 4 p.m. - 8 
p.m.  The event is sponsored by the 
Iowa Telecom and Saints Rest Cof-
feehouse and includes “Too Many 
Strings Band” and the “Randy Brush 
Jazz Trio” If you would like to vol-
unteers call Judy at 641-990-3948 or 
e-mail at judy@grinnellarts.org.

- Complied by Max Calenberg




