Dear Michigan Youth Chorale Members,

I wish I could be with you this weekend but know you will have a great time together. Fifty years….WOW!!!!

I wanted to pass on a few of my thoughts.

We have lived in very historic times. We all knew and loved Rachel Andresen personally. She and her husband, Arvid, were of another generation yet had vision for the future that few possessed. Mrs. Andresen was years ahead of her time in terms of Social Work Group Work dynamics and creating world peace on an individual basis. She believed in citizen diplomats in ways which had not yet been either created or accepted. Now, 50 years later, there are over 500 organizations in the United States that sponsor some sort of high school exchanges. There are high school students who travel to far away places we could not have imagined visiting when we were young. It is taken for granted that college students can easily go to almost anywhere to study for a short spring course of a few days or weeks to a semester or year on various college study abroad programs. There is even a ship that takes students around the world. All of this at a time when we can keep up with each other via cell phones and E-mail using satellite communication.

This was not the case when we participated in an adventure that I dare say changed most of our lives.  I want to reminisce just a little about these early days. 

I was sitting in my English Lit class in Adrian High School in 9th grade. One of the “big kids”, a senior, had been to Germany as an exchange student during the summer of 1957 on YFU. The only thing I recall was that she said she was driving…a real “ No NO” and was stopped by a policeman. She told him she did not speak German and he waved her on. I thought that was really cool. That was my first exposure to anything called youth exchange. Just a fleeting impression. Then, my junior year in 1959, three choir students from Adrian High School went with the Michigan Youth Chorale to Europe. They went to Germany, Sweden, Holland, Denmark, Finland and I don’t recall where else. But, I know it was a number of countries, perhaps 7 or 9 in total. I listened to them all year during Choir practice. Then, I just assumed that I would participate in 1960. It never occurred to me that I might not be selected. Why, I don’t know. But I recall going to Ann Arbor and we had our audition in a church basement. I recall Mrs. Arnesen. She was an assistant to Mrs. Andresen. I also remember singing for Lester McCoy and I remember Mrs. McCoy. I was accepted. We started meeting and our thoughts were that we were going to Europe. I had visions (illusions) of going to Vienna among other places. We were not told during the first few weeks where we would be going. Then in mid-November there was a meeting of all parents and students at the high school. I can remember the auditorium. It was full. Mrs. Andresen came in and started to talk as she always did. Then she said, “ …but this year you are not going to Europe. You are going to South America.” There was a gasp of total surprise. Then she explained. The US State Department had asked her to take the choir to South America rather than Europe. They felt that our relationships were much better with Europe than with South America. Our 1960 Michigan Youth Chorale was the FIRST youth exchange group to go to South America.

We were the instrument not only to sing on a 23,000 mile trip around various countries, but also we were the ones who paved the way to open all of South America to regular exchange student programs with Youth For Understanding on that continent. The State Department gave Mrs. Andresen many contacts. She and Arvid made the trip around South America in October 1959. I am sure all of us in the 1960 Chorale remember her pictures. These contacts varied from Embassy people to Rotarians in several countries who later became the National Chairman for YFU in that Country. We all remember Eric Simon from Montevideo, Uruguay. He remained a force within YFU  for many years. Also, Sansao Periera from Rio de Janeiro was the reason why YFU developed such a strong program in that very important country. Guillermo Richards is Santiago became a District Governor for Rotary International and YFU was practically the only US Contact with Chile during part of the Allende regime.

As you recall, the First Michigan Youth Chorale went to Germany in 1958. The idea of the Chorale was an idea of a German YFU exchange student. When she saw Mrs. Andersen at her home after she returned from a year in Michigan she told Mrs. Andersen that people in Germany understood many things about what she told them about her experience in America. But the one thing she could not explain was how we had music programs and choir programs in our schools. She told Mrs. Andersen if she could just bring a choir to Germany, they wouldn’t even have to sing. They could just stand there. This was how the Chorale concept was born. Mrs. Andersen did it. The result was that the Michigan Youth Chorale was the vehicle to open up youth exchange in many countries in Europe and yes, to the South American continent. 

For most of us, I am sure this was our first experience to leave the US, to get a passport, to ride an airplane, to ride the new JET passenger airplane, to live with other families in other countries, to see some of the most famous cities in the world and also to visit many places which to most Americans were so far off and were then inaccessible to all but the very wealthy or government officials. 

From these beginnings, the Michigan Youth Chorale matured and evolved. Robert Pratt became the conductor. The music selections were demanding and the trips varied. New countries and cities were added to the tours as well as old places revisited.

Some special images.

My first pizza ever was in Rio

My hottest pepper was in soup in Lima

The Johnny chains in the restrooms in central Uruguay stolen by a few boys after the bathroom stop at the cross country facility in the middle of the country was NOT a good idea according to Mrs. Andresen. Those involved had a glimpse of the wrath of God. By the way it did not take long for her to get them back!

Ostriches do roam free in Uruguay

The revolution under way in Buenos Aires when we landed

The flat tire on the plane going from Argentina to Santiago

Goats in the middle of the street in Bogotá

Parties in Bogotá with a guard carrying a shotgun as he paraded on the sidewalk in front of the house

Great Bar B Q Argentina style

White cheese sandwiches on nearly all planes

Freshman University students in Chile being called penguins and wearing little penguin hats.

Breakfast in Bed

The 150th Anniversary celebration of the founding of the city of Americana in Brazil where the 1966 Chorale sang. This was in memory of the Civil War Veterans and their families who migrated from the Southern US to Brazil at the end of the War. 

Sterns Jewelry store

Empanadas

Old cars in Buenos Aires

Private boarding schools in Buenos Aires 

Gauchos driving cattle down the road across Uruguay

The sidewalks of Rio

Copacabana Beech

The opera houses of Montevideo, La Plata, Buenos Aires

The TV stations in various places

The American Embassy parties on the 4th of July

Our host families. Some Americans others not.

My host brother in Montevideo who I still correspond with after 48 years--- now via e-mail!

The movie of Dr. Ghevago we say in Rio

Mary and Buz

Allen

Dave

Shirley

Mary and all of you…

I joined the YFU staff in June 1964. Traveling with the 1966 Chorale was a joy of my life. It was such fun. Every group was outstanding but I grew very close to that particular Chorale besides the one I participated on. I left YFU in Dec 1966 when I joined the United State Air Force. In 1972 I rejoined the YFU staff as a regional director to develop YFU in Texas and the surrounding states. I left the organization to form my own family corporation in 1977.

While there were many good times,  YFU suffered financial problems often. There had been no large endowments to fund the programs. Mrs. Andersen developed this entire worldwide program on a shoestring. Today, no person or company could develop such a program with as little money as she was able to work with. They have tried and failed. The only program to come close to YFU is the Rotary International Youth Exchange Program. By the way, it was Rotary who brought the first German exchange students to Michigan in 1951 and in the middle of the year the State Department asked Rachel Andersen to take over that new program. The name Youth for Understanding was the idea of Arvid Andresen. When they were looking for a name he said why no call it 

“YOUTH”     “FOR”    “UNDERSTANDING”  !!!  That name stuck. The reason YFU was successful was because of the good will, purpose and vision of World Peace that so many people in Michigan and then across the country and world had for such a concept. Ministers, teachers, principals and a hoard of ordinary volunteers and host families made it work. They asked nothing in return. Their joy as well as the joy of the staff in the Ann Arbor office was to see the kids come and go. Everyone loved teenagers. At times they created headaches…I will not mention any stories here, however we all have some!  There were tears of joy and sorrow in the eyes of everyone depending if a plane was arriving at Willow Run---yes, Willow Run in the early days, or at Detroit Metro later on.  Mrs. Andersen using her group work skills helped lay the groundwork for a movement that is still alive and well and has now spread to countries never possible to visit when we were students. 

No one since has been able to continue her vision with such a dynamic approach. The Choir and a YFU band was cancelled due to funding problems and also due to a lack of vision by the new executive director and board. We were fortunate to be living in such a window of opportunity that this was all possible. I do not see that ever happening again. We should consider ourselves as being blessed to live in a time right after WW II when there was a hunger to reach out and develop new relationships, repair old ones and dream the dreams of the era of John Kennedy. It was an exhilarating time.

We can only hope that our children and grandchildren will have other unique opportunities to help create world peace and understanding in other parts of the world and in new ways. Think of the Berlin Wall, The Iron Curtain, The Soviet Union, China. What was impossible to think about in terms of change has evolved to a point where we have friends in countries we could not have imagined when we were exchange students. Our worries are still present yet different from before. New generations have new opportunities to dream and think what can be. 

We must insist that we see visions, not obstacles, that we understand nothing is impossible and most of all, we must understand that the most important factor to create world peace and understanding is the HUMAN ELEMENT. We build PEACE  AND UNDERSTANDING  through personal contacts, genuine relationships and mutual respect for our differences as well as our similarities.

We were given a gift. How can each of us pass on this gift to others?

Jim Aneff

