By the People: Conversations Beyond 250

“Blues and Community in Small-Town Georgia”

EPISODE DESCRIPTION:

Hartwell, Georgia, has a story to tell, and on a hot day this spring, the community came together for an
entire day dedicated to the stories, sounds, and traditions of this small town of 4,500 people. In this
episode, the town’s economic development director and the owner of the local blues music venue, High
Cotton Music Hall, come together to reflect on the themes of the Porch Songs & Public Voices Festival,
what makes Hartwell special (spoiler: it’s the people), how the town came to be a destination for blues
lovers, and how culture foster the sense of community that makes the town somewhere people want to
live and visit.

EPISODE TRANSCRIPT:

Hannah Hethmon (Narration): Hartwell, Georgia, has a story to tell, and on a hot day this spring, the
community came together for an entire day dedicated to the stories, sounds, and traditions of this small
town of 4,500 people.

The Hartwell Porch Songs & Public Voices Festival opened with Native American storytelling and music,
continued with a combination blues performance and history lesson, then more local history talks, and
then a lively bluegrass performance before the day finished off at High Cotton Music Hall where
attendees enjoyed a truly epic Blues Jam. To give you a little taste of what it was like to be there in
person, here’s the band Mojo on Max performing at High Cotton Music Hall during the festival:

[Recording of Mojo on Max playing at High Cotton Music plays for about one minute]

And now, in this episode, you get to join in as we learn about Hartwell, its cultural legacy, and the people
that make it special.

You’re listening to By the People: Conversations Beyond 250.

By the people is a national initiative developed by the Federation of State Humanities Councils and the
Smithsonian Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage.

Throughout 2026, humanities councils across the United States, its territories, and DC developed
community-driven programs in collaboration with local partners. These programs explored 250 years of
our nation’s cultural life and imagined our shared future.

In each episode of this podcast, we’ll revisit one of these inspiring programs to hear from the community
leaders, historians, performers, and culture bearers who steward and preserve the living traditions that
have shaped this nation.

The Porch Songs & Public Voices festival series was created by Georgia Humanities, so without further
ado, I’ll turn it over to the humanities council and the folks from Hartwell to tell you more.



Jen Welborn:

Hello from Georgia. I'm Jen Welborn, the interim president of Georgia Humanities. I'm here with two
people who deeply know and love Hartwell. Jason Ford is the city's economic and community
development director, and Dr. Daniel Gordon is a physician, drummer, and the second-generation
owner of High Cotton Music Hall, an intimate venue in historic downtown Hartwell that draws
performers of American Roots music from all over the country.

Jason and Daniel, welcome. | want to start off by asking how you describe Hartwell to someone who's
never visited and tell us what the city means to you. Jason, why don't you answer first?

Jason Ford:

Okay, great. Well thanks for having me. | really appreciate the opportunity to talk with everyone. You
know, Hartwell is a special place. If we were describing it to somebody, it’s quintessential small-town
America, but also very vibrant. It's full of life. You know, we're not wanting for things just because we're
a small town. We have rich history and rich arts, and the physical space is really beautiful and incredible,
but Hartwell is the people. The people that live here are really incredible. People do a really great job of
welcoming visitors and people who are moving into Hartwell for the first time, maybe, and inviting them
to participate in our community, and that's the most special part to me.

Jen:

And Daniel, what about you? How would you describe Hartwell and what it means to you?

Daniel Gordon:

People ask me about, you know, where I'm from, and | say Hartwell, Georgia, and they say, you know,
“Well, where's that?” And | say, “That's God's country.” All right, of course you know that. Many people |
guess from anywhere really can say they're from God's country, but it does feel like that when it's a
special place in your heart.

And a lot of people here in Hartwell are from here. There's there are people that have moved in, but a
lot of people that make the fabric of the of the community up are from Hartwell. And there's a lot of
pride of coming from here. And you know, we have a culture of community. The business owners here
know each other and their friends, and you know the police officer by name and they know you and
they know your neighborhood. And we've got people who care about getting the community together
and having festivals like this and others in town and people just like to get together. | think a lot of
people enjoy that. And I'm just happy to be from here and just love what it means to so many people
when they find out about Hartwell.



Jen:

Thank you. what are some of the challenges facing Hartwell, and how, if at all, do you think the city's
cultural legacy can help navigate these challenges?

Jason:

So | think about relationships over resources, or maybe even relationships multiply resources. | mean
we're a small town, it's a relatively small tax base. There's lots of things that we have to figure out how
to pay for and keep improved and keep the quality of life for people. And so it is the culture of the
community that | think we really cling to that makes this special and that helps us overcome any
challenges that we have because, you know, | can reach out to Daniel, or | can reach out to someone
even from a neighboring community that might have done something or seen a problem that we might
be facing and we all help each other figure it out. Public art, the arts in general and public art and music
is a big part of our culture and nothing brings people together like music and food. It’s really great to
have that embedded into our culture so that when we are facing problems or even if we're having
disagreements, we can still turn to our community theater or High Cotton, or the Arts Center, these
different places, and enjoy that time together and it helps us kind of push through those challenges.

Daniel:

| was gonna say something similar to that. To me, | am concerned about commercialization in town. I'm
concerned that it's harder to start and operate a small business. You know, Jason and the Downtown
Development Authority had they did a great job getting grants to help small businesses grow and start.
And that's really it when a lot of the turnaround in our town began was when he secured that that grant
to help a lot of people say, I'm gonna stick my neck out and I'm gonna put a lot of money on the line to
create a local, unique small business that might work right here but wouldn't necessarily might not work
somewhere else...over getting a Dunkin' Donuts.

| mean there's no there's no substitute for authenticity. There's no substitute for a real human
connection. There's no substitute for that experience that you get in your chest that's just like, wow, this
feels really good. And these are things that | don't believe the majority of human beings can get from a
computer or from an algorithm or something like that. | think a lot of that stuff is just fake and when you
realize it and experience it on that meaningful human connection level, you know, that's what makes
people go, aha, | like this place. | like these events. And | think that people are gonna be more and more
attracted to that as we're competing more with this algorithm, Al, entertainment, connection, you
know, society.

Jen:

Hartwell has a lot of living traditions, but the blues were the keystone of the Hartwell Porch Songs
Festival. And the reason Georgia Humanities selected Hartwell for this series. So, my question for you is,
what does Hartwell mean to the blues? And what do the blues mean to Hartwell?



Jason:

Yeah, if | could just say a couple of things about regionally...there's a there's a little band, they're gonna
be big one day...it's called Pink Floyd. They got their band name at the spur of the moment from a guy
named Pink Anderson and | think his other the other guy's name is Floyd Council. And they didn't
necessarily play here in Hartwell. They were near Hartwell. They were regionally important blues
musicians. And so, this region has a long history of a connection to the blues.

Daniel:

What does the blues mean? You know, it's a foundational music that was created in the deep south and
from hard times, leaning on spiritual hymns that just gave them, even though they're singing about the
blues and sadness, it gave them happiness in their heart to sing the blues. And it's one it's one of the
most incredible music forms | believe was ever created. And it not only just because of what the blues is
itself and how | really enjoy it, but because it was the foundation that led to so many other genres,
American genres. You know, whether its jazz or R&B and hip hop... and it influenced country, and | mean
it just it was such an influential type of human expression. And we're from the South and it just
resonates, | think, here with us.

In in terms, what does the blues mean to Hartwell or the Hartwell connection to the blues? And Jason
may have something to add to this, but | really only have one clear reason. And is my dad, Walter
Gordon. He is from here, from Hartwell. He grew up here. you know, his dad was here from here too. He
was an attorney in town. And for some reason, my dad just gravitated towards blues music, and he just
went into it and loved it. And that was his favorite genre of music for his whole life. And he would play
that music in the house as we were growing up. And | remember all the greats and hearing the songs
and having that feeling, skipping around the house, listening to blues music.

So, you know, he was a bit, you know, a bit of an eccentric fella. And in his late 50s, early 60s, he
decided he's gonna pick up a harmonica and learn how to play blues harmonica, and he got kind of
good. And he would walk around town with a little harmonica clipped to his belt buckle when he would
go to the courtroom. And just always up for a song if somebody needed to hear it and ultimately
decided that they would start getting together groups of people each month to have a blues jam here in
town. And this was now twelve years ago when they did the first one. And it started small and then
people took note of you know the other people that you know kind of scattered around hidden blues
heads in town went, “Hey, let me go check that out.” And it's been going on every month for the past
twelve years outside of a year or two during COVID, where people in town just go, we gotta connect.

And then from the blues jams they had more time and they said, Well, let's get some pro acts here. And
they got some great blues artists professionally touring through you know, nationally and internationally
artists to come through and give shows here and share that blues music here. And so, I'm gonna take,
you know, partial, | guess, genetic credit here. | think my dad pretty much solidified the connection of
blues and Hartwell to the mainstream because he started High Cotton because of his love for the blues.
But it’s fit and it worked and you know Hartwell has responded for sure.

Jason:



You know, a little bit technical...f you talk to blues musicians and they you ask them how the magic
works, it's the magic of the 1-4-5. That's the chord structure of the blues. It's a simple concept, but to
really make it sound good and really to make it work right, it's community. It takes listening to each
other and hearing each other and playing when you're supposed to and not playing when you're not
supposed to. And Wynton Marsalis is another guy | like to talk about, he talks about the blues and jazz
as, you know, democratic art forms invented America by people who weren't allowed to participate in
our democratic process. And you know, | just that really resonates with me. | think it's important to
remember. And so, you know, [for] that still to be a tradition that we carry on today, it makes me full of
pride. And I'm proud of the artists like Daniel and it and his dad, but our city manager, my son plays at
High Cotton and gets a chance to play. It's like the quintessential community. It's like the blues is
community and the community is the blues. And so, it's cool to carry that banner forward.

Jen:

Wow. Whew, okay. One of the themes of the festival was how music has carried the voices of everyday
people. How do you think music has given voice to the people in this region?

Jason:

The thing about music is we're kind of born with that. It's almost like biological. We’re born and drums
were the first thing and ways to communicate. So, voices always come through music.

Daniel:
I’'m a drummer, so yeah absolutely I’'m shouting that one out right now.
Jason:

Yeah -- sharing messages of love or sharing messages of politics or just you know, humming a funky
tune. Voices always come through in music, and it's very powerful in our community. We have lots of
incredible musicians. | was amazed the first time | went to High Cotton and saw all of these local
musicians. | almost like going to local venues and High Cotton as much as like going to see the big acts of
the world where you're you know competing with fifty thousand of your best friends to get a ticket. We
get to hear and experience incredible music and hear incredible voice from our local community and it's
really special to be able to do that.

Daniel:

Yeah, and we've got a safe space to just come up here and stick your neck out and try to sing your song.
You know, everybody can do it in their car or you know, in their house and then here there's kind of that
next level to be able to get up on the stage or the porch, you know, if you want to call it and just let it
out and experience it. And people keep coming back for it. So, it means something.



Jen:

Jason, as someone who thinks a lot about practical aspects of life in Hartwell, like the economy and jobs,
why do you think it's important that culture is prioritized and preserved in small towns like yours?

Jason:

| get to think about this question a lot because | get to work with other communities through the
Georgia Downtown Association. But | was talking about this with someone the other day. | wish | could
give them credit for it, but | can't think of their name off the top of my head. But we were talking about
being data driven. And what really came out of that conversation is that data measures the past, but
people are gonna tell you where we're going. And you know, it's great to measure jobs and think about
the millage rate and how we pay for all of these things, but Daniel's talked about human connection and
that's exactly what it is. That's what makes this place great. You know, when there is a problem or if
there's ever, God forbid, a natural disaster or something like that, people turn back to each other. That's
what makes our community so strong and great, is in those times of crisis we build off that. But that's
how we build our communities is off each other, off the people, off community, and off connection.

And I'll take that as a base of operations any day to work for over, you know, a grant or something like
that that pays something that we build kind of not organically. I'd rather do the organic work. It might
take a little longer, it might take a little bit more personal elbow grease, but it's gonna be a better
product in the end, and | think that's what Hartwell's been good at.

| get to say this a lot but the spirit of volunteerism and in our community is second to none. The people
that that live here care deeply about giving back to this community. And in a way, it's a been a way to
bring and invite people who might have moved here recently into the community because they're
meeting people and they're looking for ways to get involved. And | guarantee you everyone you talk to
will say | was invited to come to Hartwell Service League or invited to come to Rotary or invited to come
to Main Street. And that is the part that makes, | think, all of our community special. When you can tap
into that...I'll take that over some manufactured building project or something any day.

Daniel:

| hear | hear what you're saying, Jason, but also Jason and Jen,, you can keep the grants coming. We
appreciate that very much. This that really helps out places like us. | mean, you know, we we're not
rolling in profit. And so, the grant it itself, you know, is very important for us to be able to continue this
cultural experience. So, | appreciate. And | wanted to tell you all that. | really do appreciate that effort
that you put in to finding the funds to make something like this actually happen.

Jason:
We appreciate y'all's partnership in in this Porch Songs.

Jen:



This festival was inspired by idea of the front porch as this place people have historically gathered to
socialize and exchange ideas. Where do people come together in Hartwell today? And what do those
metaphoric front porches need to survive and thrive? And | know Jason, you touched on this a little bit
already.

Jason:

There's a there's a couple of places. you know, our churches are a place that people go and gather.
That's a very important part of life here in Hartwell. Downtown itself is just an important part where
people come together to fellowship and they come to festivals and things like that. But even when |
think of the front porch, | think of like just a welcoming environment. Like, you know, if we're gonna go
sit on the porch and just hang out and talk, that's a safe space, that's a special place. And | think our
downtown really is that in a lot of ways.

We can think of small business in the abstract, but those people are our neighbors. You know, they're
putting their kids through college when | go shop there. It's important that we go and visit those places.
And they're very welcoming. They'll they're the they're the folks that are sponsoring the baseball team
and they're making sure the band instruments have the dents knocked out of them and stuff like that.
Almost All of our businesses have a front porch ethic to it, where you can come in and kind of be
yourself, and you can talk about the latest gossip of the day and tell the stories and share what's
happening in your family, and | just get the sense of that kind of all over our community. But you know,
High Cotton Music Hall, Hart County Community Theater, the Arts Center, Twelve South, Deborah Taylor
Shop is arts oriented. those places, LCB'’s, those places are particularly special because they're coming
together to work on crafting and building something that doesn't really exist, but they're the ones
creating it, and | think that's front porch is that you get to come and talk together and kind of create the
story and the narrative yourselves.

Daniel:

Yeah. Yeah, | was gonna...my answer was gonna be, well, the Smithsonian, you know what why culture's
important, okay? | mean, it's the whole point of the existence, you know, but it really is so important
everywhere, from you know, DC to other continents to small downtown Hartwell, Georgia.

And culture just allows people to feel comfortable in their upbringing and find a place of you know,
happiness to be able to develop in their in their town and their community and that culture is kind of a
safe space, so to speak, that you just feel, and can be proud of when you look back on and knowing how
you grew up, and success in the future has to build on that. | mean it's very hard to feel happy and
content when the foundation of your culture wasn't really together, and I'm not trying to be all crazy on
the internet and stuff, but | do feel like some of that's gonna be taken away with technology and stuff
and so having these real experiences very important.

I mean, you learn your culture from your parents. You learn your culture from your family and your
community, your neighbors and your community. Those are the layers, you know, that kind of give you
your culture. And, you know, it can be micro and it can be macro. But the but the most intense and
important experiences come from your parents and your family. You know, | wouldn't have liked...|
would have liked the blues, | probably would have found it, but | don't think I'd have been this, you
know, passionate about it without my dad.



And, you know, I'm a drummer. And, you know, he called me in when | was in town from medical school,
and | would play the house drums. And then when | got back here to start practicing, you know, it was
almost ten years ago, you know, became the house drummer and just loved doing that and got to play
blues music with him. Just some of the greatest experiences and memories that | have in my life. And |
can never put into words how awesome it feels.

It's not just me and my dad. | met Jason here one night when he brought his son, Jackson, to come
showcase and play music at the blues jam. And here's this little barely teenager kid with long
hair...almost like this. And he gets up on the drums and every you know, our blues jam has an emphasis
on bringing in young artists, people who are trying to emerge and figure it out and get that first
experience of a stage and performing. And we have several high school students that come in here and
get that experience. But Jackson was special. He came in, and he played that first time and everybody
just loved it, loved it. You know, to see such young kids with such talent, it's just incredible.

And it and everybody in the room, whenever we have a kid that comes up here that's new, they blow
them away. They're the biggest applause of the night. And just to see Jason and his wife Jody just
beaming with pride to see their kid there and they're instilling...he wouldn't have driven he couldn't
even drive, he couldn't get here. You know, they're instilling that culture in him of music and what's
important. And it it's not just us. It translates to other people, to everybody that comes here when they
see that next generation give it their try and be successful or maybe fall the first time and then come
back a few more times and become successful and seeing that story and growth as a group together. It's
just really special. And they all get big pats on the back and they all feel so good. And I just think that
that is so special because, you know, you can't just have one person do it all their life and then that's it,
it's done. It has to be passed down. That's the whole point of it all.

Jen:

What's a moment from this festival that will stick with you?

Daniel:

You know, obviously my wife Paige and I, we run High Cotton and you know, we were one of the
premier events. We had Mojo on Max here, which is he's another local kid who started coming to this
stage when he was young and learning how to play the guitar. His family band came here, and they did
an incredible history of the blues, from acoustic to electric, with dialogue in between. It was the perfect
show for this type of festival. And then later we had the blues jam, and we just had a great time and
everybody was so happy that this was something that was getting sponsored or connected to the
Smithsonian. | mean it was just very...it wasn't lost on us. It was very special for us all.

But I'll say actually even though, as the people who operate here...I thought the most special thing that
I'm not going to forget about the day was how there were so many different things weaved together in
town. And the way that it started, you could walk over here and hear Native American stories. And then
you could come over here and hear music and blues. And then you could go hear bluegrass down the
street. And then you could hear other local historians talk tell stories about Hartwell and the people



here. For me that that was the most special part of it all was how connected and woven together it was.
And | think that you know, Jason and the Downtown Development Authority and the Chamber of
Commerce and everybody that worked on this just really nailed it. And I'm always gonna remember that
part.

Jason:

Yeah, know, for me it's similar, like as the event organizer, you're looking at milestones. You kinda have
this idea and then you ask somebody if we can do something, you know, if we can make this work,
what's it gonna look like, and you start planning it, and then you wonder if the people are gonna come,
right? You can have the greatest idea in the world and you get nervous until you walk in the room and
there's wall-to-wall, elbow-to-elbow community members, residents, visitors to town participating. That
was the big thing that stuck out to me was the participation. Our art center was full. The patio at
Common Ground for Bluegrass was full. Both shows that we did at High Cotton were full. And then kind
of the sort of the cherry on top, because I'm so grateful personally to Clarence Cameron Big C and to
Daniel for the them bringing my family and taking my son under their wing...but we got to do a
documentary that highlighted Big C and highlighted Daniel and highlighted High Cotton that will exist
forever, and it's out in the in the inter-webs and hopefully you know that'll get picked up and shown in
in other spaces but that was really special to me as just the cherry on top was the participation from
people and then getting to memorialize the event through kind of documentary creation. Very special
and | want to do this every year now. | want to make this an event that we get to do in some form from
now on.

Daniel:
Yeah here comes our pitch. You find the money, we'll find the people. And the fun.

It really was a great success. | mean, and Jason was right. | mean, you know, we talked about how we
were gonna do the tickets. You know, normally we do ticketed shows. But it's free. So we were just like,
well, how how are we gonna do this? And we said, Well, we're just not gonna do anything with tickets.
Yeah, | can do a zero-dollar ticket on our platform, and we just did it old school. “Hey, do y'all wanna
come? OK I'll block y'all some seats. Y'all wanna come? All right, I'll block y'all some seats.” And the rest
of it's just gonna be whoever shows up. And it was, it was packed. | mean, we just they did a great job
advertising for it and that was pretty cool, just doing it, you know, old school and just come in the door,
no ticket needed. Come and go as you please.

Jason:

You know, if you're if you're coming to Hartwell or think about visiting, we'd invite you to come. we'd
love for you to come. But just when you get here, make sure you take the time to have a conversation
with a few strangers, and | bet you'll be welcomed with open arms.



Jen:

Well, | look forward to coming next year.

Thank you, guys. Thank you, Daniel, and thank you, Jason. We really you appreciate taking time out of
your day to do this podcast with us to spotlight Porch Songs and Hartwell, Georgia.

Daniel:

Thank you, Jen.

Hannah Hethmon (Narration): Thanks for listening to By the People: Conversations Beyond 250. This
podcast was produced by the Federation of State Humanities Councils as part of the national By the
People initiative, developed by the Federation and the Smithsonian Center for Folklife and Cultural
Heritage. You can learn more about By the People at statehumanities.org/bythepeople or at
festival.si.edu.

Our nation’s 56 state and jurisdictional humanities councils are nonpartisan nonprofit organizations
established in 1971 by Congress to make outstanding public humanities programming accessible to
everyday Americans.

You can learn more about the humanities councils and programs in this podcast, see episode transcripts,
and explore additional content on our website, statehumanities.org/bythepeoplepodcast, that’s
statehumanities.org/bythepeoplepodcast.

If you’d like to learn more about your humanities council or support their work through a donation, you
can do so at statehumanities.org/directory or by searching your state name + “humanities council.”



