
 

 

Halloween & Holmberg 
By: Kyle Rutherford  
 

Each year, the city of Athens turns into a spectacle straight out of The Nightmare Before 

Christmas. From the vibrant costumes to the music and performances, the annual 

Halloween in Athens Block Party is not your average street festival. Just like the 

celebration in the movie, there needs to be a Jack Skellington to help plan the 

celebration. This is where Jonathan Holmberg takes over as the Pumpkin King of 

Athens, heading the Athens Clean & Safe Halloween Committee. 

 

Though most are familiar with Jon through Halloween and his bartending job, he is more 

than just a long-haired, joke-telling old hippie behind the bar. Holmberg is a seasoned 

citizen that has helped to improve the community that he is a part of and cares so 

deeply for. Whether it is helping run events in town or serving up smiles and telling 

stories at the bar, Holmberg has always worked to help benefit the city that he has 

called home. 
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Holmberg’s life in Ohio began in 1975 when in his family moved to Newark from upstate 

New York. Upon graduating high school, he attended Ohio University as a studio art 

major. 

His first real taste of Athens Halloween came in 1978 (and he has only missed 2 since). 

At the time, the celebration wasn’t as official as it seen today. 

“People would party at the bars and pack the sidewalks until they all flooded into the 

streets,” said Holmberg in regards to his first experience. “Costumes weren’t even that 

big of a deal back then. I think I went as the Fruit of the Loom grapes for a couple 

years.” 

Even before his work with Halloween, he was already heavily involved with organizing 

events in town. During his time at the university, he worked on the South Green Council 

to organize Spring Fest, a former annual festival on South Green that showcased 

music, sold beer and saw attendances of over 10,000 people each year. (Spring Fest 

has often been seen as a precursor to the notorious spring Palmer Fest, which 

Holmberg says began after a friend threw a party with kegs he bought using money 

from a car wreck settlement.) 
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The South Green Council had started throwing a diversion Halloween Party in 1981 as 

a means to keep people away from Court Street. Holmberg worked with the council in 

1982-83 to help organize the party, which like Spring Fest featured live music, vendors, 

games and beer. This worked only until around midnight when the event was shut down 

by the university and everyone rushed back up to Court Street. 

Holmberg graduated from Ohio University with his Bachelor of Arts in 1984, got married 

and moved to West Virginia with his wife. After spending a few years there, his wife was 

offered a job at the University and the couple returned in 1988. This was also the year 

where Holmberg joined the Athens Clean & Safe Halloween Committee. The committee 

began in 1984 as a collective of Athens business people aimed at raising money to 

make Halloween…. cleaner and safer. He was hired to help sell ads after committee 

members recommended him due to his work with Spring Fest. 

The Halloween celebration didn’t even happen on Court Street that year, but rather in a 

parking lot owned by the Athens News close by the current day Union Street Diner. The 

committee was tired of dealing with the problems that the city council and mayor had 

brought about and decided to move the party elsewhere. The 1988 celebration marked 

the first year that featured live music, which began as a way to go against the city’s 

rules and restrictions from years past, according to Holmberg 

In 1990, the city council finally allowed for the closing of Court Street where the party 

still remains. 

Holmberg took over as chair of the Athens Clean & Safe Halloween Committee in 1994. 

Through the position, he has hosted the party, managed stages, met with sponsors, 

booked musicians and helped raise money. 

Much of the preparation takes place in the few months prior, where the committee 

meets with members of the city council and police to lay out logistics and safety 

precautions. 

“Working with a group as well as musicians can be difficult sometimes, so I like to have 

the last say in things,” says Holmberg. 



“Jon is very committed to making Halloween work,” says Brandon Thompson, a 

member of the committee and three year main stage performer as DJ B-Funk. “During 

our meetings with sponsors and the city, he has always been very professional and has 

always asked the right questions.” 
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After all of the years he has spent working on the annual party, Holmberg could easily 

write a book with all of his Halloween stories. In the past, he has seen burning couches 

thrown from buildings, cars flipped over and motorcycle gangs intimidating party-goers. 

Once he was knocked out by a basketball thrown from the top of a Court Street building. 

One of his favorite memories was during the 2000 party. Campaigning for Vice 

President Al Gore, Jesse Jackson and Michael Moore came to Athens to speak on 

behalf of Gore. 

“Jackson’s people were nice but Moore’s people tried to tell me I couldn’t have security 

in front of the stage during his speech. When I told them that it was my party and I didn’t 

have to let him speak, his people backed off and let the security stay.” 

When the prominence of the party grew, bands would frequently come to him to get 

booked to play one of the stages. He says the party has helped launch the careers of 

many successful bands including Papadosio, an electronic jam band founded in the 
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Athens. Other popular bands that have played the block party include Ekoostik Hookah, 

Rumpke Mountain Boys and The Werks. 

Like any triumphant celebration, there has to be the occasional tribulations. One 

example includes the failure of a beer garden in 2008 & 2009. Holmberg has also dealt 

with unruly police threatening to arrest him on multiple occasions. 

Outside of his work with Halloween, Holmberg has worked many places in the area. 

Using his artistic background, he started a small promo materials business, specializing 

in products made with similar materials used to make foam fingers. Before closing in 

2005, the company had many large-scale clients, including Ohio University, NFL, 

Wendy’s and Discovery Zone. Jimmy Buffett even came to him to design foam 

cheeseburger and parrot hats. An avid thriftier, Holmberg also hopes to open an antique 

shop upon retiring; selling many  of the vintage items that he has collected through the 

years. 

He is currently employed as a bartender at Jackie O’s Pub & Brewery on Union Street. 

He began his work there in the mid-90s, starting as a door man and eventually moving 

to barb-ack to daytime bartender to evening bartender. Since then, he has been a 

delight for both patrons and his fellow employees. 

“Jon is such a great guy to work with,” says fellow Jackie O’s bartender Zach Garcia. 

“He is one of the funniest story tellers I’ve heard and I don’t even know how he 

remembers all of them. He loves to bring in these little trinkets and decorate the bar with 

them too!” 

“I don’t remember when I first met Jonathan, but it was on my 25th birthday,” says 

Ashley Hopkins, a Scripps PHD student and frequent Jackie O’s patron when asked 

about her first time meeting Holmberg. “I celebrated pretty hard and when I woke up the 

next day I found about 17 pictures of us on my phone with absolutely no idea how they 

got there. When I came in to Jackie O’s later that night he shouts across the bar, ‘Ugh 

oh, here comes trouble!’” 

His positive attitude and humor has won him the admiration of the bar’s patrons and the 

community alike. During any evening Holmberg works, you can always see him 

cracking jokes with bargoers between filling up their pints, singing along to music and 



calling out to regulars by name when they walk in the door. Even if it’s your first time 

meeting him, his energy and warmth lets you know how genuine he truly is. He was 

even awarded “Best Bartender in Athens” by a 2012 Athens News reader’s poll. 

“Everyone I know loves the guy, nearly as much as I do,” says Hopkins. “Jon just makes 

you feel better, which is comforting for a graduate student. He’s like the bartender in a 

classic Hollywood movie that slides you a beer and wipes the counter while you tell him 

all your problems. He’ll talk to you about anything from music to movies. It doesn’t really 

matter, because he’ll talk to you about absolutely everything. I’ve come to expect him at 

Jackie O’s, and it’s comforting to have him there. I think most people would agree with 

that.” 

Whether he is behind the bar or onstage, you can always look to Holmberg for a good 

laugh and a great story over a cold beer. Since his time working for the committee is 

nowhere close to being finished, future Halloween attendees can be sure that with 

Holmberg running things the annual block party will continue to be the memorable 

spectacle that it has been for the last 40 years. 

 


