                                                  The Family That Plays Together
                                                           By Kelly Watson
Newmanstown PA seems like an unlikely home for America’s next Partridge Family.  Nestled between wide swaths of farmland and state-protected forests, the town harbors less than 500 families within its 2.2 square miles.  But one of these families — The Martins — has become a musical sensation in recent years. 
Roots In Music
Nelson and Elaine Martin never planned to start a family band.  Music was simply something that Nelson, a subcontractor, used to relax after long days of installing aluminum siding.  Nelson bought his first guitar at 23, and took several years of lessons before teaching his wife the bass guitar. 
Soon their six children started expressing an interest in music.  The oldest, Emily, had a passion for Irish music, and began fiddle lessons at age 5.  Her siblings started shortly after.  Melissa, now 16, plays fiddle, piano, accordion, Irish whistles and mandolin.  Christy, 11, plays the fiddle, piano, hand drums and spoons. 
That may sound like a lot of musical variety, but for the Martin Family, there’s never enough. Emily just began learning the bagpipes, and Melissa has high aspirations as well.
“There are still eight or nine instruments that I’d like to get,” she says.  “I want a new accordion and a flute and a harp … though I guess the harp’s not very practical.” 
The boys also dabble in different instruments.  Thirteen-year-old Brian plays guitar, hand drums and violin.  Zach, 8, plays the fiddle.  The youngest, 3-year-old Alex, keeps tempo with the shaker.
A Family Band Is Born
All six children are homeschooled, which gives the Martins plenty of time to practice together.  In 2004, they did their first show at a local retirement home.  Later that year, they were accepted by the Acoustic Roadshow, which opened the door to more public performances.  Along the way they adopted Earl Pyles, a family friend who plays drums. 
Today the Martin Family Band plays up to 70 shows a year, all across the east coast.  While touring last summer, they visited the Smoky Mountains and Niagara Falls.  The Martins are also a staple at events such as the Kutztown Folk Festival and the Lititz Chocolate Walk. 
Most listeners find the Celtic music a welcome change from familiar German fare, especially when the Martin kids begin their Irish step dance.  For those who prefer more traditional sounds, the Martin family performs songs such as, “Orange Blossom Special” and “Pennsylvania Polka.” 
“We know which tunes work really well with the audience,” Nelson says.  “Of course once you do them 100 times, the kids start saying, ‘Do we have to play this again?’  But it’s in our set.  We can’t reinvent our show.  It takes time to learn new songs.” 
Music and Memories
Regardless of the repertoire, each new show brings a new surprise.  One time, Elaine went onstage before realizing that her skirt was inside-out, to the great amusement of her children.  Another time, the Martin Family’s music inspired an elderly woman to get up from her wheelchair and start dancing.
“I always enjoy seeing when music brings happiness to people,” Nelson says. 
Of course, belonging to a family band isn’t always easy.  For mom and dad, there’s the challenge of getting the kids out the door in time for the next show.  For the kids, there’s the occasional sibling rivalry and the knowledge that they’re different from their peers. 
“My friends all think I’m nuts,” Emily says with a smile. 
But the Martins take things one hectic day at a time.  “If the band continues to grow and performing becomes something we can do on a more full-time basis, fine,” says Nelson.  “If not, it was a great experience. But the grace of God is where it all starts.” 
For more information on the Martin Family Band, visit www.martinfamilyband.net. 
 

