Blackstone was a “Diamond Hard” rock band from Amarillo, Texas in the 1970’s that won the statewide battle of the bands and opened the first Texxas Jam in 1978.  From their beginning in 1972 as teenagers, Blackstone focused on nothing but being an original music concert band.  By the mid-seventies, Blackstone was made up of Michael Lee Thomas (founder and drummer), Drew Camp (bass), Mark Sorrels (guitar), Kenny Warden (vocals), and Gary Grice (guitar).  They toured Texas and the Midwest sporadically with Baby, Head East, Ozark Mountain Daredevils and others in 1976 and 1977.  Then, early in 1978, it was announced that there would be a statewide battle of the bands and one of the cities competing was Amarillo.  Blackstone recorded a demo in the kitchen of a friend on a portable cassette recorder and entered the contest.  From this demo, they were chosen to compete in Amarillo against 8 other local favorites.  They won Amarillo and were entered into the statewide competition to be held at Fairpark Coliseum the Friday night before the Texxas Jam as the opening night of a 3 day “Texxas World Music Festival.”  That Friday night, 13 bands from around Texas competed before music industry judges and a full house.  The competition started around 3 p.m. and ended at 2 a.m.  When the winners were announced, Ruf Lok from Beaumont was 3rd, Haze from Houston was 2nd and Blackstone was the 1st place winner.

 
Blackstone - ”The Mystery Band” - Archway pictures started a documentary film of the Texxas Jam in 2007 that is to be released in 2009.  In putting the film together, they interviewed the producers of the Jam, many artists and production staff and discovered that an unknown band had opened the first Texxas Jam.  All they knew was that the “mystery band” had won the Battle Of The Bands the night before the show.  But no one that they interviewed could remember the name of the band or anything about them.  They searched around Texas for the right band for nearly two years.  Many bands came forth claiming to have been the opener, but no one had documentation.  Then, quite by accident, Mark Sorrels – former guitarist of Blackstone, found the Archway website about the film and contacted them to see if they could use any info about the Jam.  Sorrels said “He (Brian Hedenberg, Archway Pictures) said they had been looking for the right band for a couple of years.  The producers of the Jam couldn't verify who it was and they had no documentation.  That didn't surprise me.  When the battle of the bands was over on Friday night (about 3 in the morning) they made the decision to send our gear to the Cotton Bowl, kind of like an afterthought.  There was no one assigned to us, no big deal made about it, no contracts, no anything.  We had half an hour backstage in the Coliseum with the press and a bunch of music people.  They gave us a pass so we could drive into the backstage area.  The stage manager came for our roadies and our gear about 4 a.m., we went to Dennys, then back to the Redbird Inn motel as the sun was coming up.  We showed up at the Cotton Bowl about 11, played at 11:30, hung around for a little while and left.  I have all the news clippings, docs, the recording contract that we won from Polydor, and an article from Rolling Stone (mid-August '78) that says we opened the Jam , etc. That’s about the only real documentation of the whole thing.”

Today, Blackstone is no longer rocking.  But the founder, Michael Lee Thomas, is an accomplished New Age/Jazz Fusion recording artist and producer.  Mark Sorrels performed and recorded with the alternative band, The Blue Johnnies for many years and is currently playing Christian alternative music.  Gary Grice is a local favorite on the Amarillo music scene with his band Jack Creek Road. 

