Michigan Chorale Reunion Concert Speech

Hill Auditorium, June, 2008

I

Good afternoon, and welcome to the 2008 Youth for Understanding Alumni Chorale reunion concert.  My name is Daniel Berry, and I toured with the Chorale twice, first to South America with the Michigan Chorale in 1966, and then to Europe in 1967 with the recently renamed Youth for Understanding Chorale.  This year is the 50th anniversary of the first Michigan Youth Chorale, and this is our final reunion concert.  Maybe.  Asterisk.  Whether this is the last concert or not, we are delighted you have joined us.  We are all here today because in 1958, the Youth for Understanding Chorale (originally called the Michigan Chorale) was started by Rachel Andresen, the founder of Youth for Understanding, and Lester McCoy, its conductor for the first six years.  Robert Pratt succeeded Mr. McCoy in 1964 and continued until the Chorale program ended in 1973.  And he continues to this day.

Our Chorales were made up of outstanding high school students from Michigan and Ohio who were thoroughly auditioned for musical ability and character.  After rehearsing from November to June, we embarked on a seven to eight week tour, generally alternating each year between South America and Europe.  We performed in cathedrals, opera houses and concert halls;  in prestigious festivals, on national radio and television networks, a few airport lobbies, public squares and border crossings and in countless  school cafeterias.  Our programs consisted of serious 

classical music, contemporary music of the United States, folk and show music of our country and, of course, music of the lands we visited, always performed in the language of that country.  As exchange students, we were housed with host

“families” to gain a better understanding of the countries we visited.  

We used the universal language of music to bridge cultural differences.  While the music hasn’t changed since our youth, the instruments we use have.  We perform on modern instruments, a bit larger and with an extra coat of varnish, with a rich romantic sound tempered by age and usage.  We trust you will enjoy the vintage.

All sixteen chorales are represented today and we have come from 31 states and four foreign countries.  170 Chorale Alumni are on this stage this afternoon, with dozens more in the audience; 213 in all.     There are many more men and women all over the world who can’t be here with us today except in spirit, and our thoughts have been with them these past few days.  And, inevitably, there are some who have passed on all too soon, but who remain alive in photographs and in our memories, frozen in time, still seventeen or eighteen, full of enthusiasm and hope.  We remember them today, too.

II

The personnel in the string quintet you just heard are not quite the same as your program indicates, so let me introduce them to you.  The first violinist is Ginny Jaress-Burd, , Chorale 1959.  Our second violinist is Susanne Parssinen-Vergeldt, also of the 1959 Chorale.  The violist is Ned Farrar of both the 1965 and 1966 Chorales, although he was only allowed to sing back then, and Janet LaRosa-Austin is our cellist from the 1971 Chorale.  Playing the double-bass is Mason Cormie, who never had the chance to tour with us.  You see, he’s 17 years old, and just at the age when we all went on tour.  Mason will be a senior at Novi High School, and we are delighted he was willing to help us out this weekend.  Thank you.   And, of course, on the mighty Hill Auditorium Aeolian Skinner organ, our own John Courter.  

Following our next number, we will take a short intermission.  I would especially encourage our children...and grandchildren in the audience to stop and look at the displays in the lobby, to see Mom and Dad, Grandpa and Grandma, as they once were, when they were your age, young and idealistic, doing their part to change the world just a little bit, and demonstrating, by example, what America and its people, were, and are, really like.

The soloist in “When Johnny Comes Marching Home” is David Patrick, Chorales of 1967, 1968, 1969 and 1971 and counselor in 1971 as well, surely some sort of record.  Dave has come the greatest distance to be with us, South Africa to be exact, where he and his wife Margie are musical missionaries.

III

From the Amazon River to the tip of Chile,  from the British Isles to the Soviet Union and from the Atlantic to the Pacific Oceans,  this choir of musical ambassadors sang to audiences of every sort.  Today, such tours would be quite a feat.  Back then, however, they were even more daunting.  We flew for 18 hours or more on planes, some with propellers instead of jet engines.  We traveled in suits, ties, and those charming Chorale dresses so loved by the women in the group.  They provided endless material for discussion.  We packed enough for a 2-month trip in just one suitcase.  Bob Pratt’s suggestion was that we pack only what was absolutely essential, carry our suitcase around the block, then go back inside and pack it again.  The women carried their own suitcases, which relieved us men of many potentially awkward teenage moments.     There were, of course, no phone calls to Mom, Dad, and various boy and girlfriends; transoceanic phone calls were expensive.  No one had even dreamed of e-mail.  Our mail was the old fashioned kind, and when it came it was usually out of date.  Did we suffer because of these hardships?  Were we objects of pity?  We had the time of our lives.  We relied on our wits, and we relied on each other.  We left as teenagers and returned as young adults, and we did it together.  And when we come back together for these all-too infrequent reunions, the years melt away and we are 17 and 18 again, and as close as any brothers or sisters could be, all 213 of us.  

We are most fortunate to have Dr. Richard Ingram as assistant conductor this year.  In fact, he was presented with an honorary membership in the Chorale at our banquet last night and taught the secret handshake.  Did anyone tell him about the tattoo?  Dr. Richard Ingram.

IV

This weekend, so many friends have asked whether I remember this bus trip or that airport.  The honest answer is, often, no.  Hundreds of Chorale Alumni have uncounted, unique and personal memories of those days forty years ago, treasured memories which have special meanings to each.  But there were experiences we all shared.  Those seven months of rehearsals, for instance, every Saturday afternoon, which were as much to get acquainted as they were to train our voices.  That’s where we were officially accepted into the Youth for Understanding family, and where we found sopranos and tenors who were Homecoming Kings and Queens,  altos and basses who were Student Council Presidents and star athletes as well as stars of the high school musicals, people in schools like ours who sang and were still cool!   Amazing!

There was that first airplane flight, and the fear that we’d be airsick.  Most of us landed none-the-worse for wear, although the person who sat next to me did lose her breakfast.  Today, she’s standing in back of me on the risers, fully recovered.

She probably doesn’t even remember.

There were the families who whisked us from foreign airports to strange homes and who made us a part of their families, in spite of the fact that we spoke their language imperfectly, if at all, and they didn’t understand a word we were saying.  Fortunately, there always seemed to be one ten year old boy or girl in the family who was more than willing to try out his or her schoolbook English on us and translate, sometimes with hilarious results.  But that was a part of the fun.  

There was the food, of course, usually not as exotic as we feared.  In Chile, it seemed that, at every luncheon, we were each served a steaming bowl of chicken broth with a peeled potato and chicken thigh floating in it, when what we really wanted were those famous South American steaks!  As you can probably tell, I like to eat, but I drew the line at an unforgettable Uruguayan dessert called Avocado Pudding.  In Bavaria there was Weisswurst, or white sausage,  the digestion of which was helped enormously by plenty of mustard.  Never beer, of course.  We would NEVER have dreamed of sneaking a stein behind the backs of the counselors.  There was caviar in the Leningrad restaurants.  The 1967 Chorale spent a week at a music festival in Namur, Belgium, where everyone ate in a dining tent.  Each meal represented the cuisine of one participating country, and on American Night they proudly served Filet Americaine, which consisted of mounds of hamburger.  Raw hamburger.  Unrefridgerated hamburger.  In the July heat.  Someone obviously told the sponsors that Americans loved their hamburger, but forgot to mention that we like it cooked.  

This leads us logically to the question of  bathrooms.  Where they were.  What they were.  What sort of toilet paper they used , and whether it could be also used as sandpaper or wax paper (I’m not kidding; there’s a real art to it).  And what those strange, low, uncomfortable second toilets were for next to the main toilet, the ones with the fountains in the middle.  They were great for washing your socks.  

What I remember most is the singing.  The faces in the audience and at the stage doors.  The delighted schoolchildren asking for autographs.  The concerts in the cathedrals and opera houses.  Singing in sickness as well as in health.  Singing when every bone in one’s body wanted sleep.  Singing to communicate our pride in ourselves and our country.  I came back from the Chorale tours knowing what I wanted to do with the rest of my life.  The Michigan Chorale was a life changing experience, one that allowed each of us to grow as people in unique ways, experience other cultures from a special perspective and to gain an appreciation of our country in a way we may not have expected.  We were ambassadors from the United States of America, and we showed our hosts the best of America.  We did our jobs well.  We did it while being ourselves.  Everyone on this stage owes a debt to Youth for Understanding, the Michigan Chorale, to our chaperones, to Mr. And Mrs. Andresen, to Lester McCoy and to Bob Pratt which we can never repay.  

Before the concluding portion of the program, I need to remind everyone that the music today is free, but renting Hill Auditorium is not.  Envelopes are in the programs for donations.  The ushers will have baskets at the rear of the auditorium 

for the envelopes.  And we invite you to visit our web site:  www.choralealumni.com for pictures, stories and memories of the tours.

The soloist in our next selection, “Ezekiel Saw the Wheel”, is Don Pratt, Michigan Chorale 1966, and, with his wife Kathy, counselor with the 1972 and 73 chorales.  Don had the unenviable burden of being the son of Bob and Mary Pratt.  Those of us in the 66 Chorale were wary of Don at first, because we didn’t know how much we said and did would get back to his parents.  We quickly discovered, however, that Don didn’t tell them anything, and from that point, he was one of the guys.  

Don. come on down.

Daniel T. Berry

1Michigan Chorale, 1966 and 1967

