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The bards of Prairie Grove
by contributing writer eric francis

o let’s just 
go ahead 
and throw 
journalistic 

objectivity out the 
window.

The window! The window! Let’s 
throw it out the window!
I am a major Trouthead. I’ve been a fan 

of Trout Fishing In America since the first time 
I heard one of their wacky, off-kilter children’s 
songs, and that adoration was further affirmed 
upon listening to their rich, folksy grown-up 
albums. 

And I am not alone.
Over more than three decades of playing 

together, Ezra Idlet and Keith Grimwood have 
built a following that spans the continent and 
the generations. And while they’ve got that odd-
couple visual appeal — the 6-foot-9 guitarist 
Idlet and the 5-foot-5 bassist Grimwood — they 
are no mere novelty act. Not with 20 albums, 
four Grammy nominations, and bunches of 
other awards. Nosiree, these guys have chops, 
and they’ll be showing them off once again 
at Riverfest, where they are one of the major 
draws. This year, Trout Fishing will anchor the 
Kidzone Stage both before and after Sunday’s 
fireworks display. 

“That has been one of the coolest things, 
doing what we do,” said Idlet in a rambling, 
laid-back telephone interview last week. 
“Playing music long enough we’ve seen several 
generations enjoying our music. The most is 
four, because the great-grandmother was 100 
years old and she was out and active and still 
coming with her grandchildren and great-
grandchildren to hear us play.”

In 35 years of playing with Grimwood, Idlet 
said, it’s never gotten old. Sure, there have been 
rough times, “but you still get going.” And their 
partnership has blossomed for that dedication.

“He is sort of all the things I’m not, and vice 
versa,” said Idlet. “I say I want a horn section 
to back us up, and he says okay and writes the 
parts. I’m not the lyrical generator of the band, 
I’m more of an editor; I’m a real perfectionist 
when it comes to lyrics. I’m a musical generator 
and he’s a great music editor. 

While their highest-profile successes have 
involved their kids’ songs — or family music, 
as Idlet prefers to cast it — the duo also has 
a well-established reputation for folk music, 
or their “grown-up” music, as I like to think 
of it. In fact, while their 1998 classic Family 
Music Party is pure fun from first note to last, 
it’s 1999’s Closer to the Truth that draws me 
back most often. It has its light moments, like 
“Old Things,” but there is beauty and depth 
in such tracks as the title song and “Alberta 
Postcard,” their love note to the Canadian 
province that’s hosted them on multiple 
occasions.

I asked Idlet if the band had been 
maneuvered, by either fan expectations or 
market demand, toward producing more 
family music than folk, and he acknowledged 
that there had been such a trend over the past 
decade or more.

“In the late ’90s and early 2000s, it was just 
so strong that that’s where the work was — kids 
and family music, really music for all ages,” he 
said. “But we just released an album this year, 
Looking at Lucky, and I think it’s every bit as 
strong as Closer to the Truth.” 

The new album, recorded in their Prairie 
Grove studio, has what Idlet calls “core material” 
— the kind of songs that you are likely to hear 
outside of live shows or on your iPod.

“We write albums and sometimes they’re 
really good albums but the songs don’t get 
played a whole bunch,” he said. “I think 
Closer to the Truth had a good amount of core 
material.”

Looking for Lucky has that same quality, said 
Idlet. It also has a bevy of guests joining in on a 
variety of instruments.

“We’ve got some friends from different 
parts of the country also sitting in with us,” 
said Idlet. “We have a fiddle player named 
Jenee Keener Fleenor, she’s from Northwest 
Arkansas, and she’s playing with Martina 
McBride’s band these days. The first time I 
heard her play, I think she was 17 years old, 
and I proposed to her. I said, ‘I’m married 
Jenee, I know, but….’”

And there it is, that sense of humor that is 
never more than a hair’s breadth away from 
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After 35 years, Trout Fishing In America’s happily 
making music with cross-generational appeal.
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the Trout Fishing mindset. Seeing as how the duo is known 
for such on-stage shenanigans as working Led Zeppelin’s 
“Stairway to Heaven” into a song about fairy tales (and it 
works, I swear!), it seemed appropriate to pitch a few fairly 
random questions Idlet’s way.

Which magazine would you rather be featured in — 
Highlights or Rolling Stone?

“I think, as a musician, I’d have to say Rolling Stone,” said 
Idlet, who left college after one year to work as a musician 
in the Virgin Islands, “although I think Keith and I would 
make a great ‘Goofus and Gallant.’ I’d definitely make the 
goofus kid and Keith the gallant kid.”

Which venue would you rather play — the Super Bowl 
or your great-grandchildren’s elementary school?

“My great-grandchildren’s elementary school, in a 
heartbeat, for sure,” he said. “We do play the West Fork and 
Prairie Grove elementaries where our kids went. We’ve done 
them for as long as we’ve lived here, donate a show to each 
of the schools.”

If you had to choose between making one more kids’ 
album and retiring, or 10 more grown-up albums and 
retiring, which would you do?

“Ten more,” Idlet said right away. “More is better. You 
know, really, my wife asks me about retiring, and I say, 
‘Darling, I’ll retire when I can no longer play my guitar.’”

THE RIVERFEST CONNECTION 
Kelly Bass, a Riverfest board member who has long been 

plugged into the local music scene, is one person who’s 
particularly glad Trout Fishing isn’t thinking retirement, 
since they’re a staple in the festival’s lineup. Bass says there’s 
a simple reason the Memorial Day event keeps bringing the 
band back.

“I’ll tell you one thing they bring is a crowd,” he said. 
“When you look at the acts on the kids’ stage — and we 
have kazoo players and jugglers and others — they all draw 
decent, but there’s no comparison. Three, four, five times 
the people come to see Trout Fishing in America and hear 
that act.”

For his part, Bass has seen the band perform live 10 times, 

and even once featured them on the “Little Rock Rocks” 
radio program he used to host. It was a highlight of his radio 
career, he said, and the band still appeals for the very same 
reasons today.

“I think they bring a great crowd because they’re talented, 
they’re fun, you can’t not keep a grin on your face the entire 
time you’re watching Trout Fishing,” he said.

In fact, said Bass, on the rare years when Trout Fishing 
isn’t on the schedule, Riverfest hears about it from their 
fans. And those fans aren’t just in the grade school set, he 
emphasized.

“I don’t think you find many bands that appeal to 4- to 
74-year-old people, but they do,” said Bass.

So, one last question for Idlet: What’s the best thing about 
being Trout Fishing In America?

“That we get to do what we do,” Idlet said without 
hesitation. “It has been a great friendship between Keith and 
myself — 35 years with any human being is a long time. We 
still surprise each other, come up with different perspective, 
different ideas.

“I just think it’s a really great relationship.”

Trout Fishing In America is Keith Grimwood, left, and Ezra Idlet. The duo will play on the KidZone stage at Riverfest before and the fireworks display.
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