DEVONTE JOHNSON – A MAN OF THE WORLD
By Steven M. Fisher,

Associate Music Director of the Keystone State Boychoir, Philadelphia
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Until June 2006, 12 year-old Philadelphia resident Devonte Johnson had never been out of the tri-state area.   Today Devonte is, in the words of his aunt and guardian Contina Lundi, “a man of the world.”

The Keystone State Boychoir, which is based in Germantown, Philadelphia, chose Devonte and 48 other members of the group to represent the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania on a concert tour of Southeast Asia.       

From his place in the alto section, Devonte looked out at full houses and enthralled audiences throughout Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, and Malaysia.   The venues varied from the lobby of 5 star hotels, to an orphanage, to a philharmonic hall in the world’s largest twin-towers.  You cannot imagine the good will the Boychoir – with Devonte beaming in the front row –fostered by their joyful music-making.   

Devonte lived with a Vietnamese family in Hanoi and with a Thai family in Chiang Mai, Thailand.  In these homes, he overcame language and cultural barriers, forming  international friendships that will last a lifetime.  He learned that as humans we are more the same than we are different.   There is no way to quantify the impact such an experience will have on Devonte’s life, but I know it’s profound and the kind of invaluable cultural exchange that cannot be bought.   

In Hanoi, Devonte rehearsed and performed with the Vietnam Children’s Choir.   The US Ambassador, who was present at the performance, called the collaboration a major milestone in US-Vietnam relations.   Ambassador Marine’s statement was no exaggeration, for this concert was the very first time that an American choir and a Vietnamese choir shared the same stage.  Clips of the two choirs singing Vietnamese folk songs were shown around the country.   Our boys were recognized everywhere they went.   Devonte was a particular favorite, due to his solo in KSB’s rap version of Beethoven’s “Joyful, Joyful.”    Did he ever think in his wildest dreams he would be signing autographs half-way around the world?

Devonte enjoyed three-weeks of once-in-a-lifetime sight-seeing.  Highlights included:

-Boating on beautiful Halong Bay, Vietnam

-A sunrise hot-air balloon ride over Angkor Wat, Cambodia -- one of the wonders of the world

-A tour of the Grand Palace of The King and I fame in Bangkok, Thailand

-Riding elephants through the Chiang Mai forest 

-Sea-kayaking, swimming, and spelunking in the other-worldly Bay of Phuket 

Every time Devonte ate in a Thai restaurant, walked down a Cambodian street, rode a Malaysian subway, and walked into a local Vietnamese shop, he took in a world so different from his, only to meet people who at their core were just like him.  Devonte’s universe is now so much bigger than it was just one month ago.   Aunt Contina says that he’s “different.”   No doubt she’s noticed that Devonte walks a little taller with a little more confidence, knowing that he has enriched the lives of thousands of others through the power of song, and because of it has enriched his own life.

It is part of the mission of Keystone State Boychoir to allow Devonte and other young men have extraordinary music-making and cultural experiences both here at home and abroad.   Whether it’s performing on stage at the Academy of Music with the Opera Company of Philadelphia, collaborating with the Philadelphia Orchestra, singing at the Hanoi Opera House, or riding elephants in Thailand, such opportunities awaken Devonte to a world out there that is his for the taking.
For more information on the South East Asia tour visit 

www.ksbtourblog.org
and for information on KSB visit

www.paboychoir.org
