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    In Memory of Frank Cedric Smith




    Thank you, and Dilys, for the music
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      I believe in singing. I believe in singing together.




      —BRIAN ENO


    




    




    

      


    


  




  

    




    PRELUDE




    Anthracite is the most beautiful coal in the world. A coal car of anthracite emerging from the mines looks like a mountainful of dusty but sparkling black diamonds. It is also the hardest, densest, rarest, and most expensive coal in the world. When it burns, it burns blue, and if it catches fire underground it’s almost impossible to put out. An anthracite fire that began in Centralia, Pennsylvania, in 1962 continues to burn today.




    On the morning of June 5, 1919, in Wilkes-Barre, ninety-two men died in one of the worst disasters in the anthracite mines of Pennsylvania. It happened quickly. The men were riding in a line of mine cars when sparks from a trolley wire or a miner’s lamp ignited twenty-four kegs of black blasting powder loaded in the rear. “There was a roar,” read a newspaper account, “and in an instant every man and boy on the train was either dead or dying.” Not long after that day, while scores of miners were still being treated for burns and amputated arms and legs, thirteen local men left their jobs in and around the mines and met at the Grant Street School, christened themselves the Orpheus Glee Club, and began to sing.




    All the men in the Orpheus Glee Club were either miners or sons or brothers of miners. They also were mostly Welsh; for them, singing was how they celebrated and also how they grieved. James J. Davis, a Welshman who became the Secretary of Labor two years after the disaster, said in his autobiography, “I think the reason I have never cared for drink is this: the ease from mental pain that other men have sought in alcohol, I always found in song. . . . The whole land of Wales echoes with the folk songs of a people who sing because they must.”




    I know that need. I’ve been singing with the Choral Society of Grace Church in downtown New York since 1982. When I’m standing up there with the choir, looking out at a thousand faces glowing in the incandescent light, singing some of the greatest music humanity has ever produced, I believe I know what made those miners sing. It’s true that I didn’t climb up out of a coal mine, but I’ve lived half a century now and you don’t live this long without knowing some of life’s sorrows. As long as I’m singing, though, it’s as if I’m inhabiting another reality. I become temporarily suspended in a world where everything bad is bearable, and everything good feels possible. “Don’t cry. Sing,” a man with family fighting in Afghanistan tweeted recently. I do both.




    Singing invariably and exquisitely triumphs over all my defenses; it has become a place where I still hope and still believe, and so I sometimes just lose it up there. I’ll cry and cry with relief at the sheer joy of it all until vanity kicks in, when I realize my face must appear all twisted and funny because my lips are doing this weird quivering thing that I can’t control. Can anyone in the audience see? Wait, damnit. Where were we? At that point I’ve realized that I lost my place in the music. Damnit, damnit, damnit, damnit.




    The director of our choir has exquisite taste in music, but he also invariably picks pieces that are described as so challenging that they are either rarely performed or attempted only by the most professional choirs. We are not a professional choir. We are a volunteer community choir. So while I’m up there sobbing and thinking “life is wonderful,” the rest of the choir is racing ahead, executing some ridiculously difficult run. I try not to panic, to not look like I’m panicking, but also to find a place to jump back in. Oh God, my nose is running. Where the hell are we?




    In truth, I don’t have a great voice. Those formidable runs we typically perform are especially demanding for me. But I practice night after night after night in order to keep up because I want to dwell in the world that singing reveals for as long and as often as I can.




    This book is about that world and my almost thirty years with the Choral Society of Grace Church. It is also an eclectic history of group singing, conductors, pieces of music both famous and forgotten, the science of singing, and all the benefits that come from being in the middle of a song. Because for the past few decades, as boyfriends come and go, jobs come and go, cats live and die, a stay in a rehab when I was thirty, depression, broken engagements, and the deaths of those I love, there has always been this: The Choral Society of Grace Church. Once a week I return to one of the most beautiful churches in Manhattan, pick up whatever masterpiece we’re currently working on, open my mouth, and sing. Life is hard, battles of all kinds continue to rage around us, and disappointments accumulate. But singing is the one thing in my life that never fails to take me to where disenchantment is almost nonexistent and feeling good is pretty much guaranteed.




    


  




  

    




    A German Requiem




    Written by Johannes Brahms during 1865–1868




    Performed by the Choral Society of Grace Church most recently in the Spring, 2010




    To get to Grace Church, I walk east on Eleventh Street from Seventh Avenue to Broadway. It’s a lovely walk that I’ve taken more than a thousand times. Some city streets are gray or brown, but this particular stretch is a magical mystery tour of color, even at twilight. Nature and humanity have had a couple hundred years to settle into a luscious coexistence on these four blocks, and it’s like walking through a friendly forest that has been peacefully settled by people. In the spring and summer, boxes of brilliant flowers and strange plants crowd almost every apartment window, some with leaves so large they look tropical. Clover, wood-sorrel, crab grass, and violets sprout from the sidewalk cracks that are off to the side, and there’s always a sweet perfume that comes from either wisteria, pine, or honeysuckle. Steam rises from the manholes like water escaping from a pot. Branches from each side of the street reach across, forming awnings overhead whose leaves sound like hundreds of tiny drums whenever it rains. In the winter, holiday decorations pick up where nature leaves off and the color comes from tasteful wreaths hanging on the windows and doors, and garlands of pine and Christmas lights winding down the wrought iron gates, railings, and balustrades.




    Rehearsals are every Tuesday evening from 7:15 to 9:30, so this is a walk I take at night, when my view is lit by the moon, street lamps, and whatever light filters out from the first-floor parlor windows. It’s a very wealthy part of town and it shows. Sometimes I feel like the Little Match Girl as I pass by, forever on the outside, catching glimpses through lace curtains of the enchanting lives in these small palaces of glimmering chandeliers, floor-to-ceiling bookcases, and grand pianos. In one window is a small, sad painting of a gerbil with lettering that reads: In memory of Mr. Pokey, 2001–2003. In another is Paddington Bear. For as long as I can remember that bear has stood in the window, looking out, his outfit regularly changing with the seasons. It’s the beginning of January now, and he’s dressed in a top hat and tails, as if he’s been making the holiday party rounds.




    As I make my way east, it’s as though a small storm has been raised whenever I hit the avenues that run perpendicular to Eleventh Street. In New York City, the cross streets are mostly residential and therefore quiet, while the avenues are commercial and loud. Crossing the thoroughfare, it suddenly becomes brighter and noisier with taxis and buses and bicycles and people. And then, just as suddenly, it’s back to the protected calm of Eleventh Street. The last two blocks before I get to Grace Church are filled with antiques shops. I’ve never once stopped inside any of them, and I probably never will. The splendid gilded tables and French country armoires are much too grand for me. The very last block is relatively barren, the vegetation tapers off, and a parking garage takes up almost a third of the south side of the street. And then I come to Broadway.




    Every time I turn that corner and look up at Grace Church, I’m no longer the Little Match Girl; instead I feel like Dorothy when she first steps out of her colorless Kansas farmhouse and into the land of Oz. The evening light hits the windows, spires, and tower of the church and makes it glow. When Walt Whitman came upon the same view, he described Broadway as a sea and Grace Church a “ghostly lighthouse.” For me, it’s a building that casts a spell, beckoning all to come inside to join the bewitched.




    “PLACES, PLACES,” JOHN calls out a few minutes before 7:15. We always begin exactly on time, and the one and only time choir rehearsal was ever canceled was on 9/11. John Maclay is the third director of the Choral Society of Grace Church. When organist and choirmaster Frank Smith retired in 1992, he was succeeded by Bruce McInnes, who retired in 1999. Of the three choir directors I have now sung under, John is the most obsessive and meticulous. He regularly distributes handouts with incredibly minute and fussy directions like, “Diphthongs are two vowels in one. Always give precedence to the first vowel, adding the second at the last possible moment.” And then he gives a precise and phonetically spelled-out example: “house = HAAAAH-oos.” He used to type up and print out stickers for everyone to put on the front of their music listing their name, telephone number, key dates for the rehearsals, his number and e-mail, but then he stopped. My theory is that some choir member affixed the sticker to his music folder crookedly and that one askew sticker taunted John for the rest of the season.




    But John’s perfectionism is why a reviewer once wrote of us, “I assumed that this would be a pleasing concert, although an amateur one. I was wrong. It was magnificent.” The reviewer had been going to a lot of holiday concerts that month, “but none has been even close to the level of professionalism of this strictly volunteer group.” He talked about our discipline and passion and then said we were “amateurs in the best of all possible senses.” That is all John. John and his insane attention to detail, a devotion that I’m guessing keeps him up long into the night, looking for yet another way to make us hear and appreciate some impossibly subtle nuance in whatever piece we’re working on. “Wake up and listen to the intervals around you,” he called out to us recently.




    The conductor sets the tone. It’s his job to determine what the composer wanted to express and then elicit that from us, by any means necessary. You need a powerful personality up there, but not an egomaniac. If the conductor is too narcissistic, it’s painful for the choir. Self-involved conductors will talk and talk and talk, usually about themselves. Yeah, yeah, you’re great. Can we sing now? John goes almost too far in the other direction. It’s only about the music for him. Until recently all I knew about him was that he’s a lawyer, and while he was in law school he was the assistant conductor of the Harvard Glee Club, but that was about it. John has another quality that compounds the mystery. When he’s up there on the conductor’s platform, directing the choir, we’re mesmerized. Whether he’s directing our singing, telling us gossipy stories about the composers, or giving us impassioned explanations about what music means and what the composer was trying to communicate, he has our rapt attention. John has a tremendous ability to convey his enthusiasm from that protected perch, and whatever he tells us, we believe him. He always manages to take the shared pleasure of singing and amplify it. We’d miss a lot of beauty if it weren’t for John Maclay. He is a substantial, commanding, and charismatic presence, from a distance.




    Up close he’s more restrained. He’s perfectly friendly, but somehow conversations with John are always over in seconds. It could be that he’s just shy. So while I can describe what he looks like up there on his stand—light hair, light eyes, a trim, handsome, youthful-looking fortyish man, always dressed in crisp, pressed white shirts—for the most part John Maclay remains an enigma.




    When I asked my fellow choir members for impressions of John, soprano Christina Davis was one of the people who responded. “I remember a bunch of women in the choir each sharing the moment when they first realized John was gay. It was always a very Greenwich Village rite of passage, given his elegant 1920s-style good looks and Cantabrigian intellectual brilliance to realize he was not likely to be interested in you. But, in some ways it helped to remove any romanticism (at least on a heterosexual woman’s part) from one’s reverence of him.”




    “TAKE YOUR SEATS,” John calls outs, less patiently now, and I start to look around for a spot. Rehearsals take place either in the church itself or in the Grace Church School gym. Tonight we’re practicing in the church, where we have a choice of sitting in pews in the front or on plastic chairs farther back. Finding a seat of any kind, however, has become a delicate and sometimes dangerously fraught operation. Once, two sopranos tried to tell my friend and fellow soprano Barbara Sacharow and me to move from the seats we had taken in a pew. “We saved these seats,” they insisted. But saving seats was not done back then, and while they actually had left a couple of their belongings behind to mark their territory, I thought they were items forgotten from a service earlier in the day. I started to explain, but they didn’t give me a chance. “Move,” they demanded, their faces hovering above us, angry and accusing, never once considering that it was an honest misunderstanding. They were so off-putting about it that Barbara and I both refused. The following season a tenor muttered, “Bitch,” when one of them walked by. I looked at him with a mix of surprise and pleasure. “Oh yeah,” he said. “I hate her.” Small victory.




    Emma Berry, an alto, who chose our choir because it met on the right night and in the right location, tells the story of taking a seat nearest to the restrooms when she was pregnant. A tenor quickly approached her. “I sit here usually.” “Uh-huh,” she answered. “No really. This is where I usually sit.” “Listen,” she explained. “I’m sitting here because it’s near the exit and I need to be here so I can go to the bathroom easily, which I need to do about every thirty seconds.” “Oh for crying out loud,” he said before stomping off. The person next to Emma roared with laughter, but it’s true that people tend to sit in the same seats and if you show up and your regular seat is taken you feel momentarily lost.




    My favorite spot is in the pews that were built specifically for the choir in 1903, where I hurry now to grab a seat. For over a century, thousands of singers have sat here, singing many of the same pieces we sing now, feeling many of the same emotions. I love taking my place in history even though that also means being surrounded by reminders that just about everything is more permanent than I am, than all of us. There’s a lovely carved wooden chair next to the pew where I sit. On it is a plaque that says that the chair was put there in 1892 by someone named Julia P. Fisher (in memory of an unnamed dead sister, I later learned). No one I know remembers Julia or her sister. But it must have been a cherished spot for her, too. One hundred years from now, others will be sitting in this pew, next to that chair, probably singing the same works I’m singing and looking around just as I am now. How many of them will take a moment to think back to the living, breathing, happy chorister who used to sing here? How many will think of Julia or her sister or me?




    My preferred place secured, I wait to see who’s going to sit next to me and behind me. It matters. Those are the people you can hear, and a flat singer will pull you down, spoiling the fun, while a great singer with perfect pitch will pull you up, making you sound better than you would have otherwise. I look around. The evil duo is nowhere in sight. I hope that Barbara will get here in time to sit near me (I still have mixed feelings about saving seats). She has a lovely voice, and she can sight sing. Barbara can pick up a piece of music she’s never seen before and sing it as if she’s been singing it her whole life. I can’t do that. Basically, Barbara is the kid in class whose tests I’ve been cheating off at every opportunity. Barbara joined the choir because her marriage had broken up and she “needed to find something just for me.” She’d sung in choirs through high school, college, and graduate school, and “when I thought what my life was missing most, it came down to music.” She worried that she’d be “the only Jew singing about Jesus,” but quickly discovered that beliefs and faith within the choir were all over the religious/nonreligious map. A lot of people join after recognizing a sense of something missing in their lives, it turns out. Christina Davis told me she became a member as a result of two events, 9/11 and turning thirty. Both caused her to look at all that she had sacrificed in her life, and “Foremost among these losses was choral singing.”




    Unfortunately, Barbara is nowhere to be seen. She works as a library teacher at the Fieldston School in the Bronx, and she has to run home, have dinner, check her e-mail, and grab her water bottle before heading for choir and frequently arrives minutes before we begin.




    At the moment, to my immediate right is a soprano who doesn’t seem to like me and who is making a point of not talking to me while we wait for everyone to get settled. I look around for people I know. Even after all these years, I don’t want to sit here not talking to anyone, looking like I have no friends. I pick up John’s most recent handout and start reading to camouflage my anxiety. Then Caroline, a new soprano, sits to my left. She has a pretty voice and she’s nice. Then two friends sit in front of me. I start to relax and feel happy that I’m here.




    After a brief warm-up we open the piece we’re going to perform in April, A German Requiem, by Johannes Brahms. Although I’ve done this piece twice before, it’s in German and I no longer remember what the words mean. Just because this is church music, one shouldn’t assume it’s about something . . . churchy. One Christmas we sang a piece by the British composer Benjamin Britten that referred to a few missing children. “Timothy, Mark, and John are gone, are gone, are gone, are gone, are gone,” one line went. Turns out that one particularly hard winter the boys were butchered Sweeney Todd–style and salted down to eat. “Famine tracks us down the lanes, Hunger holds our horses’ reins.” We were singing about cannibalism. Cannibalizing children, no less. I looked out at the audience when we came to that part. Are they getting this? The actual text of the piece might be vague, but the title is Nicolas and the Pickled Boys and it’s printed right there in the program. The chorus ends with St. Nicolas bringing the boys back to life (“Timothy, Mark, and John, put your fleshly garments on!”) who then sing “alleluia.” For the performance, we had three choir boys who walked down the center aisle of the church, singing in their pure and innocent voices, without a hint of the grisly deaths they’d just suffered.




    John tells us to pull out our pencils and get ready to start marking our music with his directions. “If you don’t have a pencil, mime the act of having a pencil.” We begin. Something is up with John tonight. I didn’t think it was possible for him to be more of a perfectionist, but he is having us repeat small sections over and over until he gets it where he wants it. We never quite achieve the sound he wants. “More sostenuto!” More this! More that! “Draw the sound out, don’t push it out!” He tries having each section sing it alone, first the tenors, then the basses, the altos, the sopranos. But he is not satisfied.




    There’s a soprano in the pew in front of me who keeps whipping her head around to scan our row. I immediately think someone sounds bad and she’s trying to figure out who. Is it me? She keeps turning around. She is looking at me! Seconds later most of the sopranos make the same mistake. Everyone leans forward as one to mark the spot with our pencils. If you watched our rehearsals from above you’d see waves moving throughout the chorus, as everyone bends forward and back to mark their scores. Sometimes I make a show of marking the spot where I’ve made a mistake in order to signal to all around me (the soprano in the next row, for instance) that, yeah, I know I messed up and I’m going to go back later and learn it. See? I get it.




    In only an hour my score is filled with marks. Not all of them are about mistakes or John’s directions. I’ve made a practice of scribbling in asterisks next to my favorite parts in the music. I put them there because I don’t always remember where they are. They’re like small signs that remind me, “Bliss Ahead!” I know that as long as the world doesn’t end in the next few seconds something very good is about to happen to me.




    “The wonderful thing about the amateur chorus,” the conductor Robert Shaw once said, “is that nobody can buy its attendance at rehearsals, or the sweat, eyestrain and fatigue that go along with the glow; and nobody but the most purposive and creative of music minds—from Bach in both directions—can invite and sustain its devotion.”




    That’s because it gets you out of the house every week to do something that is like exercising joy. As I move firmly and inexorably into midlife, I need it more than ever. I thought that these would be the easy years. I was sure I’d be settled by now, not wondering how I’m going to pay for all the dental work I just learned I needed or still crying about the last guy who broke my heart. Last week I read an article about an experimental treatment developed by researchers at the Dana-Farber Cancer Institute/Harvard Medical School that reversed aging in mice. “Hurry scientists, hurry,” I thought when I finished it. I need more time to get my life together.




    Walking home tonight after the rehearsal, however, after a night of singing about death, I feel happy. Although George Bernard Shaw once described the Brahms Requiem as something that “could only have come from the establishment of a first-class undertaker,” I don’t feel in the least bit gloomy. I love his Requiem. Everyone in the choir does. Tonight John explained one of the reasons why. For much of his life, Brahms was a choral conductor. In his requiem there are all sorts of obvious clues that Brahms must have had enormous affection for choirs, but one big tip-off, making this choral work a choir’s dream come true: the Brahms Requiem has relatively few solos.




    Here is what performances are like for the choir: getting to sing, and then waiting as patiently as we can for the intervening solos to end. For the whole performance it’s sing, wait the solos out, and then phew, we’re finally back to the only part we truly care about, us singing again. If it were up to the choir, solos would be greatly shortened or eliminated entirely. There are exceptions, and if the soloists are brilliant it’s not quite so tedious a wait, but for the most part solos are a barely tolerated side-trip while we wait for the good parts. Us.




    There’s another reason why singing his requiem feels so good. There is some debate about the religious views of Brahms. A German Requiem is relatively free of Christian dogma; instead of employing the standard Latin Roman Catholic requiem mass used in other requiems before and since, Brahms picked and chose his text from the German Luther Bible. When asked, he specifically declined to add lyrics referring to “the redeeming death of the Lord.” Brahms biographer Jan Swafford writes, “He fashioned an inwardly spiritual work, full of echoes of religious music going back hundreds of years, yet there is no bowing to the altar or smell of incense in it.” Although the Lord is still all over the place in the text, A German Requiem is about feeling better. Unlike most requiems, Brahms wrote his for the living, not the dead. “Blessed are they that mourn,” it begins, “for they shall be comforted.” The composer Antonín Dvořák once wrote about Brahms, “such a fine soul—and he believes in nothing!” But it’s not as if God were our only option.




    “Music idealizes emotions negative and positive alike,” Robert Jourdain writes in his book, Music, the Brain, and Ecstasy, explaining why singing is beloved of coal miners, middle-aged city women, and countless others. And, “by imparting pleasure even to negative emotions, music serves to justify sufferings large and small, assuring us that it has not all been for nothing.” In other words: life is hard, singing is heartening. And singing with other people, in particular. Those coal miners weren’t singing to hear their own voices, they were singing together to know that they didn’t have to face this miserable life alone and it wasn’t all just misery. In times of sorrow (and celebration) there are two other things to believe in: music and each other.




    This is a world where a song about death can give birth to great happiness. Alto Missy Backus told me about her first year at college. “I was very depressed and socially isolated and I joined the university symphonic choir. The rehearsals were one of the only bright spots in my week—they provided me with a sense of community and I enjoyed feeling surrounded by others who shared a love of music and performance. My first semester, we performed the Brahms Requiem. It was one of the only times I have been moved to the point of tears while performing; it gives me chills even now to think about it.




    “Several years later, I started dating a guy named David and shared with him how meaningful the Brahms Requiem was to me, and how it provided me with comfort during a particularly dark period of my life. He surprised me with tickets to a performance of the Requiem at Carnegie Hall in January 2005. I married David in 2009 and he attended our performance of the Requiem in spring 2010.”




    John once e-mailed the whole choir about requiems in general. “The passage of a life, as no other event, causes human beings—and humanity generally—to reflect on life and the nature of the human spirit as no other event. There is nothing more primal, more communal, than the death rite. It is universal to all times, all cultures. It is equal parts sorrow for the departed, relief that we are still here, a more general celebration of the human spirit and a reminder of our common bond. To the extent that art is a distillation of life and the human spirit (and I believe that it must be), a Requiem cannot fail to motivate the best of the best—often at the worst of times.”




    The Verdi Requiem, he told us, was sung by the prisoners at Theresienstadt (Terezin). “Through the course of a single year, the concentration camp was alive with the Verdi, learning it by rote, and singing it numerous times for their torturers. The membership of the choir was replaced four times during that year, but they persisted, and etched out an indelible example of the power of art and the human spirit.”




    EVERY TUESDAY NIGHT a hundred people or more gather together in Grace Church. We’ll say hello, tuck our bags and brief cases underneath our seats, warm up for a bit, and for the next two hours, sing. It doesn’t matter if we’re stumbling through something we’re attempting for the first time or perfecting pieces we’ve been working on for months, it will feel great. You can’t reach heights like this singing alone in the shower. As I walk back down Eleventh Street toward home and my cats, I can’t stop singing one of the lines John made a point of translating: kommen mit Freuden. “Come with joy.” I’m one day poorer, another day singler, and we’re all going to die, but together with all these people I have raised my voice and once more I have come with joy.
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    The Orpheus Glee Club




    A couple of years after the 1919 Wilkes-Barre mining disaster, James J. Davis, then Secretary of Labor, came up with an idea for a Federal Bureau of Recreation. “Existence without music,” he said, “is a drab, drear thing for an individual or a people. . . . We, in America, could take no single step that would advance our nation along the road to happiness further than the establishment of a national means of exercising the power of music.




    “I would teach music to everyone. Not merely the technical reading of musical notes, or the mechanical manipulation of an instrument, but the true meaning behind the music. We may all listen to the great masterpieces played or sung and know that the playing or singing is great, but how much greater is the enjoyment which comes of knowing the story, of love and life, or sorrow and tragedy, that was in the mind of the composer. . . . Words that tell an emotional story, set to appropriate music, burn into the soul.”




    As wonderful and noble as his idea was, the Federal Bureau of Recreation, as Davis envisioned it, never happened. I can’t help regretting the missed opportunity. In the years since, as a nation we’ve gone from regular, active participation in music making to merely listening. I’m not talking about being in a choir, which is a serious, committed activity. But the kind of singing that used to be part of everyday life. When people would routinely gather around the piano in their homes and sing. Or they’d get together to play the banjo or fiddle and other instruments and sing old-time folk songs and dance. It wasn’t about having a great voice or performing. It was just a fun thing people did for themselves or each other. As budgets are cut, however, music has been slowly disappearing from our schools. We’ve become accustomed to our passive role as the audience, many thinking we don’t even have what it takes to sing. While the joy and solace of listening to great music are undeniable, today relatively few know the kind of passion that would inspire someone to write about music that can “burn into the soul,” or the supreme comfort that would rouse a group of miners to transcend the sight of the smoldering remains of their comrades and emerge from the mouth of hell and sing.




    THE CONDUCTOR OF the Orpheus Glee Club was a Welshman named Gwilym Amos who worked for the Lehigh and Wilkes-Barre Coal Company. His father, William, also a miner, had been slowly dismembered, piece by piece, by the mines. First he was badly burned in a mine fire. Then one of his arms was cut off when he fell under a coal car. When they gave him a safer position as a door tender, where his only task was to open and close the mine door, he had yet another accident and lost a leg. Later, in one more injury, he lost an eye. But his son Gwilym fared better. He got an education and a job in the front office.




    Within a year of forming, the Orpheus Glee Club had grown to fifty singers. It wasn’t long before they were itching to do what singers in Wales do: compete at an eisteddfod (pronounced eye-STETH-vode). An eisteddfod is a Welsh competitive festival celebrating singing and literature, and the first to be held in America was in Pennsylvania, in 1850. But was the Glee Club ready to compete with more seasoned, established choirs after only one year?




    Gwilym Amos’s conducting technique was far from the more flamboyant style you often see today. He guided his singers by facial expressions and the smallest of hand gestures, and his manner was so subtle and subdued that people in the audience would later claim that they never saw him move. But in his quiet way Amos was very demanding, always insisting on precise attacks and release, and, according to an article in the local Welsh newspaper, “good tone quality at all times.” He was particularly strict about attendance, and the Glee Club’s weekly average was an unfathomable 97 percent. To beat attendance records like that you’d have to form the “Show Up and We’ll Give You a Million Bucks” glee club. Whatever Amos was doing, it worked. The Orpheus Glee Club won the very first singing competition they entered, at the Philadelphia Eisteddfod in 1920. They kept competing and they won in 1921, 1922, 1923, 1924, and 1925.




    Their triumphs only heightened their musical aspirations, and the men in the Orpheus Glee Club soon yearned to test their mettle in the motherland, at the greatest contest of all, The Royal National Eisteddfod of Wales. But Gwilym Amos fell ill that year, and a miner’s strike the following year dashed the men’s hopes of raising the money they needed for the trip. They never made it. On November 19, 1928, a windstorm swept through Wilkes-Barre. Amos was rushed to the hospital when the shanty he’d run to for cover was demolished by the storm. Two months later he retired from the mining company and the Orpheus Glee Club. Less than six months after that he was dead.




    The Orpheus Glee Club sang on following Gwilym Amos’s death, occasionally winning prizes, and in 1952 they changed their name to the Orpheus Choral Society and started admitting women. Today the thirty members of the Orpheus Choral Society rehearse on Tuesday evenings at the Firwood United Methodist Church in South Wilkes-Barre. They sing show tunes, as well as popular and sacred music, and compete in an eisteddfod at the Dr. Edwards Memorial Congregational Church in Edwardsville, Pennsylvania, every spring.


  




  

    




    The Chichester Psalms




    Written by Leonard Bernstein in 1965




    Performed by the Choral Society of Grace Church in the Winter, 2009




    If singing in a choir has taught me anything, it’s that what may initially seem strange and dissonant can later strike some of the most harmonious chords in your life. At 7:15 on the dot, we started working on what was to be our showcase piece that winter: Leonard Bernstein’s Chichester Psalms. Fifteen minutes into rehearsal I decided that the seemingly sweet, wonderful, Young People’s Concerts–conducting, West Side Story–writing Leonard Bernstein must have hated us. The same guy who was so beloved that New York City construction workers removed their hard hats and said, “Good-bye, Lenny,” when his funeral procession drove by. That’s because those construction workers never had to sing his Chichester Psalms. Jesus Christ. How are we supposed to count this? It’s in seven. Is that even rhythmically allowed? Imagine tapping your foot to something you’re listening to. It’s usually going to be a beat like one-two, one-two, or the waltz’s one-two-three, one-two-three. Now imagine counting one-two-three-four-five-six-seven. It’s just weird. (By the end of the piece we’d be singing in ten.) I Googled the Psalms later and wasn’t surprised to read that they were “noted among performers for their musical difficulty.” My friend Barbara told me that the Chichester Psalms are in seven because of the sacred nature of seven in Hebrew. Great. They couldn’t revere four?




    At the beginning of rehearsal John had passed around a single sheet of paper. On one side was the schedule for rehearsals and on the other were our singing assignments. I’d been singing the same part for the past twenty-six years, so I hadn’t looked down at the sheet in my hand. Until now. I was still reeling with rhythmic confusion from The Chichester Psalms and at first I couldn’t find my name. Then I spotted it and almost threw up. I remember it got really bright for a few seconds, then dark—like a pre-passing-out response. I’ve been a soprano 1 for my entire choral life. That’s the part that sings the highest notes, the best notes, and the best part of the best notes: the melody. I loved being a soprano 1. It also made me feel proud. I was on top. Number one. But when I finally found my name it was under the column for sopranos 2s, the part that sings beneath the soprano 1s. I’d been demoted.




    I couldn’t breathe. I had no time to recover and focus before John raised his baton and expected us to start singing. I could barely read my music. It took me a few moments to find the stupid soprano 2 part in the score. Then I struggled. I couldn’t figure out how to find my starting note. Instead of easily going to the one floating high above everyone else in the choir, I had to find some lesser note underneath. It was like trying to pluck notes out of thin air. I’d try and try, but every note out of my mouth was so wrong it sounded more like croaking than singing. I was miserable and I was making everyone around me miserable. Hitting an incorrect note causes the vocal equivalent of a car crash. Your wrong note throws off the people next to you, which throws off the people next to them, and so on. I was causing twenty-car/voice pile-ups repeatedly, and people kept shooting me glances. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I whispered.




    I couldn’t bear it. We weren’t supposed to raise issues of this kind during rehearsals, but during a quick break I broke all the rules and asked John why he’d switched me to soprano 2. “Have I lost my high notes? You can tell me.” But it wasn’t that. He was simply low on second sopranos. “If you can find a first soprano to take your place,” he said, “you can switch.” Right. Very clever of him. Like there was a first soprano anywhere in the world who would ever step down voluntarily. So that was that. I was a soprano 2. No take-backs. No rescue.




    Rehearsal resumed. Now I not only had to learn this impossibly difficult piece, I had to sing it as a soprano 2. That was going to be my payback for all the hard work I knew was in front of me. I looked down. So, I thought without pleasure, what nonsensical unpretty note am I expected to find and sing next? I resented all the soprano 1s around me. The best notes secured for themselves, they were completely oblivious to my misery. They barely paid attention to what the rest of the choir had to do. I knew because I used to be one of them. As far as they were concerned the rest of us sang some insignificant notes that they passed by on their way to the beautiful, soaring top. Why did all the other people in the choir even bother coming? ”Are you even aware that the altos are singing?” John once asked the sopranos. No. Not really. When John gave the signal to begin, I picked up my music in defeat.




    WHY DOES IT seem like bad things always happen in clusters? That night I was in a bad mood before I’d even read about my new part assignment. Minutes before leaving for choir an e-mail had popped up from the man I thought I was going to marry but who had dumped me instead. Although it had been over between us for a few years, for just a millisecond my heart swelled with hope that somewhere in that e-mail he’d give me a good enough reason to forgive him, beg me to take him back, and make my long-imagined dream come true. I may not be religious, but I still hold on to miracles. Earlier in the year, when Chesley Sullenberger successfully landed a disabled plane in the Hudson River, I ran over and followed the plane the whole way as it floated down the water. It was such a wonderful, impossible happy ending and it actually happened. I didn’t want to let go. I stayed beside the river and that plane long into the night, and many hours after I could actually see it.




    Apparently some small part of me hadn’t let go of this guy either. Perhaps because shortly after meeting him he was sitting in the audience at the Choral Society’s spring concert, when the choir sang Mozart’s Great Mass in C Minor. We began to fall in love to music that is in some ways one of the greatest love notes ever written. Mozart expressly wrote the exquisitely tender soprano solos for his new bride, Constanze. When she sang them at the premiere, she became more than just the recipient of a searingly beautiful expression of love, but also the most fortunate instrument of its conveyance. Mozart would have understood Constanze’s voice intimately, her full range of highs and lows, the tones, the colors; and he used his genius to beautifully and expertly inhabit her, sending her voice out into the world to ripple through other human hearts as it had through his, to dance, twirl, bask, and play—the full truth of his passion both out there for all the world to see and hear and also reverberating inside her, in a deeply personal way.




    When I looked out and sang to the crowd of close to a thousand, I borrowed Mozart’s brilliance and focused the truth of that music on the heart of only one. Afterward, we stood together on Broadway, fumbling for words but smiling, smiling, smiling, the headlights of car after car flashing behind us like cameras on a red carpet. The intermittent blare of their horns felt like bursts of uncontainable affirmation. Soon after that night, we began to plan our future. Every heartbreak I had ever endured was worth it because it led to him, I thought. Then he dumped me. Without explanation.




    I was so stunned I spent the next few weeks holed up on my couch, just wallowing and watching television. One night a TV movie about alien abduction came on. The main character, a little girl, said: “We’re all standing on the edge of a cliff. All the time, every day. A cliff we’re all going over. Our choice isn’t about that. Our choice is about whether we want to go kicking and screaming or whether we might want to open our eyes and our hearts to what happens once we start to fall.”




    I wasn’t exactly kicking and screaming. I’d gone over that cliff in a tight little ball with my eyes closed, hoping it wouldn’t hurt too much when I reached the end of my descent. It never occurred to me that maybe falling wasn’t what I thought it was going to be, that perhaps there was something in between death and miracles and I should open my eyes, spread my arms wide, and see. Three words immediately came to me: Embrace the fall.




    My relationship with this man was over and there was nothing I could do about it. Okay, embrace the fall. And I tried. Really hard. But this guy continued to torture me by returning to my life, then exiting again and again; happy endings held out and then yanked away, each time also without explanation. Fortunately, I finally pulled myself together and said Enough. Don’t call me, don’t e-mail me, don’t send me instant messages. I never want to hear from you again.




    And now here he was, back again, e-mailing me about what turned out to be a mundane, nonpersonal business matter. Still, I was determined not to let a momentary disappointment, however intense, ruin the one thing I could count on in life. I deleted his e-mail, pulled out a new top I’d just bought, put my hair up, and headed crosstown to choir practice.




    A half hour later I was downgraded to soprano 2, unable to find my notes, too devastated to even cry. The brave front I’d put on along with my new blouse was shattered, and before I could stop it a list of every reason to despair rushed through my head: my heart still flutters for someone who clearly hasn’t thought of me in “that way” in years, I was old, no one would ever love me, and now I was no longer even a soprano 1. The one thing I supposedly could count on had been taken away, like that.




    Then, only a minute later, my mood and my world changed. I hit my first correct soprano 2 note. I don’t even know where it came from, but I got it right. It was a D. The soprano 1 to my right was singing the B flat above me. I love that glorious high B flat and I should have been apoplectic with envy about not getting to sing it myself, but instead I was pinned to that D, vibrating with a wondrous musical rapport I’d never felt before. I was feeling harmony. Not just singing it, but physically feeling it. It was a rush. You don’t experience this when you’re singing the melody. I was completely in the power of the sound we were making together and I just stood there, afraid to move, thinking, Don’t end, don’t end, don’t end. And it took nothing. Nothing. A couple of notes. A D against a B flat. That’s it. Two notes and I went from a state of complete misery and lonesomeness to such an astonishing sense of communion it was like I’d never sung with the choir before.




    It was similar to falling in love for the first time. When it happens you think, “Oh my god I have never felt this rapturously together with another person before. This is what it’s all about. This is what living is for.” Except I was feeling this with a whole roomful of people. And I could return to the euphoria week after week after week. With just a couple of notes.
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“History, musicology, and memoir are the strains of fmperfect Harmony,
blending together for an inspiring, searing performance.”
—STEVEN LEVY, author of 1 the Plex: How Google Thinks, Works, and Shapes Our Lives
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