Keystone State Boychoir 
Concert Tour Australia – July 1 – July 22, 2007

Reports by Steven M. Fisher, Associate Music Director
Monday, 2 Jul 2007 

Hello from Down Under!
I arrived in Melbourne this morning and waiting for me at the Australian Youth Choirs office was the most glorious programme book that will be given out at our five major concerts with our host choir. It has a glossy, forest green cover (in honor of us!) and the contents include terrific pictures of KSB in performances throughout our history, the KSB bio, bios of Mr. Fitz and myself, our repertoire, and all the names of our boys. It's stunning! When the boys see it, it will make them feel like rock stars -- which are what concert tour is all about. I'm sure they'll all get one as a keepsake, so be sure and check it out when we return. You'll find it at the bottom of your son's suitcase crumpled up like a Japanese fan :-)

The weather is a nice relief from Philadelphia summer. It's not warm, but it's not cold either. You know -- the crispness in the air that arrives in early autumn. It's invigorating, and it will serve the Keystone State Boychoir well as it performs around this big, beautiful country.

On the flight from LA to Melbourne, there was a People to People group of young boys and girls. This is the organization that is charging more than $6,000 for fewer days, and in my view, a much less culturally-enriching experience in Australia. As singer-musicians, our boys have a purpose for being here. They will bring immense joy through the very real power of music, and because of it will leave a wonderful impression of America. And make no mistake, singing the Australian National Anthem in the Melbourne airport upon arrival will make as big an impression as singing a full program at the Melbourne Town Hall. Right or wrong, justified or not, the world thinks Americans are all about themselves. When we break out in Waltzing Mathilda, for those who hear it, that perception will be dispelled forever.

To bed for me. Big day tomorrow. I will meet the gang at the airport, we'll check the hostel group in at the Melbourne Metro, eat lunch and shop at the Queen Victoria Market, and then on to the US Consulate July 4th event at the Plaza Ballroom. It's supposed to be a breathtaking venue. Not that the boys will remember it. By 7pm Melbourne time we'll be lucky if they can stand up straight and sing. Singing in tune will be a bonus.

More tomorrow...
(Steve)

Monday, 2 Jul 2007 

It's 4:41 am in Melbourne, Australia...do you know where your choir director is?
He's up, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.

Oh vey.

So much for those no jet-lag pills. Actually, they did help quite a bit. I haven't had the 'death warmed over' feeling. This is pretty typical for jet lag as many of you know. Getting up early is easy, which gives a nice early start to the day -- which is what I need. The boys arrive today, finally!

This morning, before the airport, I have to pick up 97 metro cards X four days. Other than our arrival and departure day, we will be traveling exclusively by trains, trams and buses in Melbourne. This is for several reasons: first and foremost, tour buses and guides makes my skin crawl -- public transportation is the best way to get to know a city, its vibe, and its people; second, the Melbourne public transport system is extensive; and third, it's cheaper. 

On public transportation, the boys will take in the sound, smell, and sights of the city as an Aussie would. I can hear them singing "Waltzing Mathilda" on the Elizabeth Street tram now. The trams are especially neat. They have an 'age gone by' feel to them -- very much like San Francisco. 

At the very least, they will appreciate more having a car, and a driver. (you :-)

Some exciting news... on Wednesday afternoon the boys will get to meet a very special person. His name is Mr. Gustav Radda. Okay kids, you have your homework assignment. Go on, google Gustav Radda. Here's another search phrase: Vienna Mozart Boys Choir. Vienna? Australia? I'll explain later, but it'll mean more if you do the research.

More later, 
Steve

KSB takes the US Consulate by storm, despite being half-asleep

Mr. Fitz and I are very proud of your sons. After that grueling journey, they hung in there for a 12 hour (!) day in Melbourne. Food helped. It is the key to boys. Quantities of food. 

The venue for the US Consulate July 4th event was indeed breathtaking. The Plaza Ballroom is literally underneath the stage of the renowned Regent Theatre in Melbourne. (comparable to Broadway in New York) We had but 15 minutes to rehearse with 30 members of the Australian Youth Choir on a little stage that was meant to fit no more than 30. Somehow we squeezed 110. The backdrop was made up of two huge flags -- one American and the other Australian. We positioned our boys in front of the Australian flag, and AYC in front of the American flag. It was quite a site. Look for pictures soon.

For the actual performance, the curtain opened as the Consulate-General raised his glass in a toast to America. The 400 people in attendance -- many ex-pats -- were thrilled to see 80 young Americans side by side with their Australian peers. They were even more thrilled to hear their National Anthem. When we joined AYC in singing the Australian National Anthem, the crowd was truly impressed.

But the real show was backstage waiting for the curtain to open. So crammed were the singers, that it actually allowed our boys to sleep standing up. These poor kids had to endure a number of speeches, and typical of politicians everywhere, they went on way too long. So long that many KSB'ers decided to nap vertically. Literally, they were sleeping while standing. At one point, I had all the boys doing knee bends to keep the blood circulating. One of the boys bended but didn't unbend. He just went straight to the floor. He was out like a light. 

One of the AYC singers told me afterwards our boys sounded good but didn't smell so good. You can only imagine. A large group of pre-teen and teenage boys don't smell so terrific on a good day. This was after 30 + hours of traveling half way around the world. At the end of the night, we told the boys they HAD to take a shower tonight or tomorrow morning. One alto said he didn't need one. He's 14. Lord help us.

63 boys were billeted. I watched the boys go off with their new Aussie family, and I can tell you they are in good hands. Whether it's Philadelphia or Hanoi or Melbourne, moms are moms the world over! They welcomed our sleepy singers with open-arms and I have no doubt by now the boys are fast asleep. This is good thing. They'll be up at 4:41am.

More later,
Steve

Thursday, 5 Jul 2007 

KSB's version of People to People
We had a great day 2 yesterday. It began with all of the boys coming into the city by train from their billet homes all over the area. The hustle and bustle of rush hour at Melbourne's train stations was great fun. Relax moms. We didn't lose one of them. We then went en masse to St. Paul's Cathedral, a quaint Anglican church where the AYC rehearses. There were no more than a dozen parishners at the 10 am service. We far outnumbered them and in fact we filled the little church. No worries. These mini-concerts with mini-audiences are always very special. No matter how many are in the audience, we give it our all, and sing for ourselves as well.

The sermon at the service was about the trials that the Jewish people have endured throughout the ages, and how -- to some degree -- all of us experience such trials during life's journey. I was so pleased, for it really made our Jewish boys feel welcome and pointed out for all of us our common bonds no matter what our beliefs.

Our audience was so delighted with our singing after the service. Of course, after that sermon, we had to have the trebles sing "Ani-ma amin". The Grads sang "Come to the Music" and together the choir sang "Hope for Resolution". We finished with "Waltzing Mathilda" and our spectators were grinning from ear to ear.

After the service we began rehearsing Benjamin Britten's St. Nicholas Cantata, which we will be singing with full orchestra next fall with the highly-respected Westminster Choir College at the stunning Princeton University Chapel under the direction of Maestro James Jordan. This is an exciting opportunity, and a challenging one -- thus the need to get started now. We put the music in the back of the tour journal -- stroke of genius. FYI: We got this gig because Mr. Jordan came to the Singing City concert this spring at which KSB performed. After the concert he came up to me and admitted that whenever he hears a new boychoir for the first time he holds his breath and ears, assuming they won't be up to snuff. But in our case he was pleasantly surprised and duly impressed and offered us the opportunity to sing the St. Nicholas on the spot. It's also kind of fun because in Princeton, we'll be on American Boychoir turf. As the only boychoir school in the country and one of the finest boychoirs in the world, it’s a compliment to KSB that Mr. Jordan feels we can do the work justice.

After our rehearsal, we ate our brown bag lunches from our billets. Now we tell the boys, "Don't dissect it, just eat it." It's always fun to see them discretely trying to inspect these sandwiches made from strangers as they put it in their mouths. Concert tour/ life lesson #14: brown bags lunches are the luck of the draw. With some billets you hit the jackpot and sometimes you get veggie mite (!). Cracks me up. Some of the same boys who ate all sorts of strange foodstuffs in Japan and Vietnam and Bangkok turned their noses, literally, at the veggie mite. We've told them they have to try it once on tour. I've already been informed by one young man that he is severely allergic to veggie mite. Suspicious. Very suspicious.

Our afternoon outing was extraordinary but I'll hold off until we can get some audio and video up on the blog to document the wonderful experience. 

One more thing. On our way back into the city, we found ourselves, all 97 of us, on one train car. Those locals already in the car as we boarded were stunned by sheer numbers. They sat their, looking straight ahead but slightly frightened and no doubt annoyed by the noise that 80 boys make. We then told the boys they could not talk, and so we all -- Aussies and Americans -- stood and sat silently with that miserable "I'm on a train" face. But then, out of nowhere, we broke into "Waltzing Mathilda", and all those sullen Aussie faces turned into smiling ones. Joyous applause followed and for the rest of the trip our boys engaged in friendly conversation with the passengers. Tour journals were shared, pictures taken, I'm sure we sold a few tickets to Friday night's concert. I heard one boy trying to explain Philadelphia. It wasn't until he mentioned Philadelphia Cream Cheese that the light bulb went on.

This is the power of music we often speak of. People, in close proximity to other people, completely ignoring each other. Until the singing. Then, magically, strangers are connecting.

More soon...

Friday, 6 Jul 2007 

KSB's new best friend...AYC (day 3)
Yesterday afternoon we attended the music day camp of the Australian Youth Choir (AYC). This gave us the opportunity to rehearse our finale. When AYC agreed to billet us, and agreed to sponsor a major concert in a major venue in each of Australia's five cities, they asked if KSB, in return, would find a finale piece of 'Americanna' that we could sing jointly. So Mr. Fitz, a master arranger, took our four gospel pieces -- "God Is", "Praise His Holy Name", "Total Praise", "Joyful Joyful" -- and turned them into an exciting gospel medley.

Whenever two choirs get together for the first time, it is initially awkward. We teach the boys to be the first to offer a handshake, with a smile and eye contact. Great training for life. But still, they're young. (Even as adults, it can be awkward to meet people for the first time.) Music to the rescue once again. Experience has shown their is no better ice-breaker than singing. The AYC was wonderfully prepared and from the first note of "God Is", we all knew this was going to be a special collaboration. Keep in mind that gospel is not something a choir outside the United States sings typically. The Aussies were on cloud nine. You should have seen their faces when the first note sounded. It reminded me of the first time the boys who sang Carmen (with the Opera Company of Philadelphia back in 2002) heard the Opera Chorus sound its first note. Their eyes almost fell out of their head.

And you can only imagine what they thought of our soloists Marcus, Vincent, Anthony, and last but certainly not least DJ and his rapping. All four of them have had marriage proposals.

When we got around to teaching AYC the movements to "Joyful Joyful", each of our boys adopted an Aussie singer and gave individual instruction on how to discover one's inner rap self. Everyone broke into laughter when one of our boys said to an Aussie girl, "no, it has to be more 'gangster'." When the Aussie asked what that meant, our boy replied, "you know, more ghetto." 

After the rehearsal, KSB and AYC ran around an outdoor gym, playing Frisbee, footie and basketball. It was a beautiful sight. And then there was the group of older Aussie girls standing around whispering and pointing and giggling about our "gorgeous" Grads. Oh brother, just what they need. At one point, the Aussie girls surrounded one of our older African-American Grads and asked if they could touch his hair. (If you haven't guessed, Aussies of African decent are far and few between.) FYI: the Grad happily obliged. Look for that picture.

We are really excited about our first major concert tonight. A Friday night in Melbourne, singing in Dallas Brooks Hall. Not bad, not bad.

More soon...

Saturday, 7 Jul 2007 

Triumph at Dallas Brooks Hall
It's past midnight, I'm exhausted, and I have a 6am (!) flight to catch to Perth, ahead of the boys' 12:15 pm flight.

But I have to write.

We sang to a sold out audience of nearly 1,000 people tonight and the boys were sensational. The trebles sang a set of five songs. Obmbra mai fu and Ani ma amin were stunningly beautiful, and Old Dan Tucker, and I Bought Me A Cat were big crowd pleasers. The boys never sang better.

The Grads did a set of four songs, and Under the Boardwalk and I Wish I Were Single Again stopped the show. This group of young men is so musical and so engaging. They had the audience in the palm of their hands. And they knew it. What a joy to see them come off stage on a performing high.

Later in the program we did our SATB set. We processed into Adiemus and went right into John the Revelator. With a few days of rehearsal, we were able to polish John. It was electrifying. That's the thing about concert tours. With lots of rehearsal time and performances day in a day out, the boys reach musical heights not heard by our audiences at home.

We finished with our African numbers and Old Man River, which of course the audience ate up.

The Gospel finale was, well, big. Our boys and the AYC chamber choir were backed up by 400 voices (!) from the AYC feeder choirs from all over Victoria. It was sight to behold, them sitting and standing in amphitheatre seating behind us. (You'll have to see the pictures to believe it)

The conductor of AYC gushed at the after-concert reception. He said it was their best concert ever, and that KSB was the best guest choir in recent memory to come through Melbourne, including the Vienna Boys Choir. (AYC presents VBC every year) I don't believe he was just saying this to be nice. Of course Vienna is technically flawless, with 400 years of boychoir tradition and a seven day a week rehearsal schedule. But for our one to two rehearsals a week, our boys sing at an incredibly high level of musicianship. And they way they draw the audience in with their joyful music making is noteworthy. The lobby was buzzing afterwards and the boys and Joe and I were bathed in raves. The conductor of AYC spoke of the commitment he saw and heard from every boy on stage tonight to every note they sang. What a compliment. We'll take it.

Be very proud of your sons tonight. We certainly are.

On to Perth!

Saturday, 7 Jul 2007 

Hello from Perth!
I'm sure all you first time concert tour parents have been fretting because you haven't heard from me.

NO WORRIES MATE!

Often when we move from one city to another it takes us a bit of time to gain internet access.

Day 1 in Perth was fairly uneventful. The boys' plane was an hour late and so we were late getting to our billets. Some of the adults are being billeted and a few of our 18 year olds are being billeted by themselves with music educators from the ASME conference. This is a great growth opportunity, as these boys have the homestay experience in pairs down to a science by now.

At the Perth City YHA the adults actually have a bathroom in their room, an upgrade from Melbourne. We're breaking out the CY plastic now. 

There are 25 older boys in the hostel, up 12 from Melbourne. They all seem to like the hostel experience. After observing some of the other guests -- college-aged and having a great time really on their own -- don't be surprised if your son comes home ready to backpack across the globe. Sorry! Actually, there were a few Grads who begged not to go to the hostel because they love the homestay experience. Good on you.

We have a very big day tomorrow. The hostel Grads are arriving early at the conference to sing in the hall ways of the conference. We need to drum up some business for our lunch time concert. Yesterday's lunch time concert was attended by 20 people in a beautiful venue of 600! It was a Taiwanese children's choir and I felt terrible for them. I clapped as loud as I could. The conference wanted to schedule KSB for an evening concert (better attended), but our schedule would not permit. So I've warned the boys not to expect a large crowd. Hopefully I'll be wrong. Walking around the conference, there's good buzz about "the Americans" being here.

So we rehearse the gospel medley with AYC Perth at 10:30 am, sing our lunch time concert at 12:30, lunch at the conference, and then off to the Perth Concert Hall to rehearse for our big 5pm concert with AYC. The boys are in their formal attire all day and night. They'll be miserable!

By the way, the fleeces are AWESOME! The boys love wearing them, it’s just enough of a coat for this cool but not cold weather, lots of people ask about our logo, and the boys look great as a group. We'll be sure to get a picture on the blog. THANKS MS. SCHLEIGER!!! And of course to the parents for purchasing them. We know it was one more expense, but I can promise you it's been well worth it.

More soon (promise)...

Sunday, 8 Jul 2007 

Two thrilling concerts in Perth
All hyperbole aside...

Our boys had two thrilling, over the top, stellar performances today.

Our Grads performed in the foyer of the ASME conference venue early this morning in the hopes of drumming up business for our lunchtime concert. A crowd gathered and it really helped entice the conference participants to attend our 12:55 performance. (our one and only at the ASME conference.) It was worth the effort. I'm told that the overwhelming majority of conference attendees ended up coming to the concert. There were whispers in the audience -- overheard by chaps -- that this was the conference session not to miss. And apparently we did not let the participants down. The buzz is that KSB is the highlight of the conference.

You must keep in mind that the audience at the lunchtime concert was not your mom and dad audience that likes anything and everything their sons sing. This is a tough crowd of professional musicians. And yet, they were on their feet at the end of the concert -- a huge compliment, as many of them have choirs of their own, and are predisposed to be critical of other choirs. 

I now have my favorite concert tour story...

We ran 20 minutes late with the lunchtime performance, due to the fact that the audience was loving us and we felt they wanted more. Now, at a conference, running over your allotted time is a 'no-no' because there's always another session following yours and if you run late, it makes people late for the next session. But no one seemed to care. Everyone stayed on, eating us up. FAVORITE STORY: One of the audience members came up to one of our chaps after the performance and told them that she was late for her next session and that SHE HERSELF was the keynote speaker of the session she was late for.

We left the stage after the performance and went to our seats where we had left our backpacks. As the elated audience left to hurry to the next session, we decided to break into "Waltzing Mathilda". They stopped in their tracks and turned around and listened. They were enchanted, giving us another round of thunderous applause.

As if THAT wasn't enough for one day, we went on to the Perth Concert Hall to sing a 5pm Sunday concert with AYC -Perth. The venue was stunning, and there were more than 1200 (!) people in attendance. KSB sang a full concert of repertoire ranging from Handel to Hogan with aplomb. The boys' singer-musicianship, their stage presence, their professionalism was inspiring. It's always fascinating to me how young people rise to the occasion. The venue was top-notch, and so our boys sang top-notch.

As a choir director, you pinch yourself on a concert tour. After a season of hard work with never enough rehearsals or performances, you get to rehearse and perform every day. There's actually enough rehearsal time to polish each song to a fine jewel, and every performance is better than the last. 

I'm not sure if the boys are aware of it consciously, but they walk around on a natural high, knowing them bringing so much joy to so many people through the power of excellent music-making.

Tomorrow is another full day. A workshop on South African choral music at the ASME conference where KSB will serve as a demonstration choir, followed by a performance at Perth's Winter Arts Festival in the center of town, followed by a lunch reception in honor of KSB hosted by the Mayor of Perth, followed by a trip down to Fremantle, just south of Perth. Fremantle is an old maritime town and the boys will love it -- some deserved down time after a rigorous schedule.

Apropos of nothing, look for pictures of the trebles with kangaroos in front of Perth's Government House. We stopped on the way from the conference to the Concert Hall. They're wonderful. 

More soon...

Monday, 9 Jul 2007 

A moving workshop at ASME
Monday morning in Perth found KSB singing South African songs in the foyer of the ASME conference as the participants left the day's opening meeting. We learned this trick the day before. We were singing as a teaser to entice participants to attend my workshop on South African music. The conference planners weren't too happy as we created another traffic jam :-) We had our workshop audience secured, although I'm quite sure after the previous day's stand-out KSB performance; we were already in good shape.

Monday afternoon the conference participants came in droves for the workshop. But instead of having the boys on stage, we had them sit in the audience in voice parts amongst the workshop attendees. This allowed me to teach "Khululu Imbadada" and "Shosholoza" to the attendees with their own personal vocal coaches (your sons). I had many reports of boys being gregarious, offering hand shakes with eye contact, personal anecdotes of their travels and experiences with KSB, and guidance as to how to sing South African songs throughout the workshop. It was such a wonderful thing to have our boys interact with Australian music educators. I don't exaggerate when I say that our boys will serve as inspiration in music classrooms all over Australia.

I had one teacher come up to me in tears, saying she had a mixed choirs of girls and a few boys, but that she was going to go back to school and start a boychoir to give her young men the opportunity to experience the camaraderie that our boys enjoy.

By the end of the workshop we had hundreds of Aussie music teachers and KSB raising the roof in African song. At the end of the session everyone broke out into spontaneous, thunderous applause. I love that. Because we were applauding for ourselves and the community we had shared for the past hour.

After the workshop, we went to a Winter Arts Festival at a town square in the middle of the city and sang a mini-concert for the lunchtime crowd AND the Lord Mayor himself. He then had us back to Council House -- equivalent to City Hall. The reception room had a breathtaking view of the Swan River. Our Choir Presidents Sam L. (Graduate Choir) and Nathan C. (Trebles) presented the Lord Mayor with a liberty bell from our Mayor John Street and our 2007 Tour T-Shirt. I think he was more excited about the T-Shirt. He loved it even more that we spelled Freemantle wrong and Perth correctly. That's because there's a friendly rivalry between Perth and nearby Fremantle. Hey, by the way, we love our tour T-Shirts too...thanks Stan Coplan. 

The Lord Mayor was so moved by Old Man River at the mini-concert that he asked us to sing it again at the reception. So there we were looking out over the gorgeous Swan River singing that beautiful river song. I'm quite sure Marcus could have a full ride to the University of Perth if he wanted. The Mayor's entourage was moved to tears. Great singing Marcus. And great arrangement -- thanks Mr. Fitz.

The rest of the afternoon was spent in Fremantle, where Gustav Radda and 19 other choir boys were about to board a ship to return to Vienna when they were suddenly denied boarding due to the break-out of World War II. Wait! Haven't told you about our time with Gustav Radda. An AMAZING tour moment. But no time now. Need to prepare for the boys arrival in Adelaide. (I arrived last night, they arrive in a few hours)

More soon....

Tuesday, 10 Jul 2007 

Arrival in Adelaide
The boys arrived safely in Adelaide. Many of the boys are billets. One family took 8 -- God help them! Those boys in the hostel first went off with the chaps and staff for a wonderful Italian meal. They got pancakes for dessert - an Australian tradition. We then checked into a very nice Adelaide YHA. Boys are playing pool, video games, and cards in the Rec Room. They're loving it. 

Tomorrow we look forward to feeding kangaroos, holding koalas, and singing up a storm at the Adelaide Town Hall.

More soon...

Thursday, 12 Jul 2007 

What a day in Adelaide
We only had one full day in Adelaide and what a full one it was.

The boys and chaps went off to Cleland Wildlife Park outside of the city while Fitz and I worked with the AYC - Adelaide choristers in preparation for the evening's concert. We missed the boys’ energy at the rehearsal, but we didn't want them to miss the 'roos'.

I'll have to find someone to write about the boys' experience at the Park since I didn't witness it, but I've heard nothing but raves. One chap described the moment when the boys went thru the gate of the Park and there on the hill ahead of them were kangaroos everywhere running (jumping!) in the wild. Apparently the boys were absolutely mesmerized by the joeys in the mothers' pouches. My favorite story is the joey that was spotted with just his four paws hanging out. All the boys got to feed them, as well as hold koalas. It seems like this was a sight-seeing highlight so far.

Our venue in Adelaide, the Adelaide Town Hall was exquisite. Gorgeous Victorian architecture, plush red seats, a grand piano to die for (Fitz was a happy man). We are all spoiled at this point. Every city we've had a venue on par with the Kimmel in prestige and better in acoustic. Although Adelaide was a bit of a challenge to pull off. The stage was wide and not very deep, so the boys (80!) were spread a bit too far for the SATB numbers. Also, Fitz had to play at quite a distance from us. We had to really work to keep the ensemble together. Not to mention, the boys were tired from their safari experience. Still they gave it their all and sang well. Of course the voice section competition helped. We award one voice section a 'performance award' at each concert. That voice section gets to purchase an otherwise prohibited food item the next day...ice cream, candy, soda. Yes, it's bribery and yes it works. This morning it was announced that all voice sections won the award last night. The poor woman at the Krispy Kreme stand at the airport didn't know what hit her. 97 donuts later (chaps too!) all was well with the world. As if a Krispy Kreme donut isn't delicious to begin with, a taste of home made it heaven.

At the airport this morning one of the Adelaide families relayed that we "have it all over Vienna Boys Choir" Wow. To hear that kind of compliment from non-KSB parents is thrilling. But we don't want to rest on our laurels. We want to keep singing better and better throughout the rest of the tour. Six major concerts to go: two in Sydney, one in Bathurst and Charles Sturt University, one in Brisbane (the hall is to die for), followed by two concerts north of Brisbane on the Sunshine Coast. And then home. Miles to go before I sleep...

We celebrated "hump" day yesterday. July 11th marked the end of the first half of tour. These kind of benchmarks help counter that little bit of homesickness that everybody (me included!) feels from time to time. That being said, I can't remember a tour with no serious bouts of homesickness. The boys are being well taken care of and are basking in the fraternal camaraderie of a boychoir. It's a real family. A family that smells like a locker room, but a family.

On to Uluru!

More soon...

Friday, 13 Jul 2007 

Sunset at Uluru...
...was apparently spectacular. I went ahead to Sydney to prepare for the boys' arrival so I missed it. I hate missing the chance to experience a natural wonder of the world through the boys' eyes, but you parents know how I feel! 

I was told the sky was streaked in yellows and Ayres Rock turned various shades of orange as the sun set. And I'm told that once the sun went down, the show put on by the stars was awesome. You can imagine the view in the middle of the Australian desert.

I was told the sunrise was not quite as colorful as the sunset and cold! Poor babies.

Before they left Adelaide, I gave them a little speech about how to take Uluru in. They, and all of us, are products of America, where everything has to be big, loud, and come with audio/visuals, multi-media presentations, and fireworks. And while the rock is certainly big, it's more of a quiet, Zen experience. I'm quite sure our boys thought it would be like Spaceship Earth at Disneyworld, where you get in moving car and little puppets sing "It's a Big Rock after all, It's a Big Rock after all, It's a Big Rock after all, It's a Big, Big Rock." So I asked them to expect less, to drink it all in, and to savor the moment, which like a good wine, will ferment and get better and better over time. It's a memory they'll have all their lives.

Having said that, I guarantee at least one boy, while looking at the rock, asked Mr. Fitz if there's a McDonalds at Ayres Rock.

Ah well, we try, don't we.

The boys also rode camels and threw spears. Glad I wasn’t nearby for that. I can see the headlines now. "Choir Director accidentally speared by chorister" :-)

Onto Sydney!

More later.

Friday, 13 Jul 2007 

I'm almost embarrassed to post this...
But I'll post it anyway, just in case anyone thinks I'm making all this up :-)

***************************

Dear Steven,

I was one of the participants in the ASME Conference in Perth . I’m sure others have made similar comments as I’m about to make, but if I’m just an echo then too bad!

Your boys gave me one of the most moving experiences of my life. Over the last 38 years I’ve trained many choirs of youngsters in Western Australia and South Australia , and quite a few of them were boys only. And of course I have listened to many more. Nevertheless, I have never encountered such energised expression of feeling combined with true musicality and stagecraft as KSB presented in the various performances in Perth . The selection and arrangement of repertoire was also superb.

After all these years of teaching, and as I prepare for semi-retirement in a little town south of Perth , your example has inspired me to continue working in music education – especially helping boys to sing in the way that only boys can. I know that the leadership you and Fitz give is essential to the soaring success of the boys. I’ve listened to the Vienna Boys Choir and I agree with the person who said you leave them for dead. (Yes, I’ve read your blog!)

I will be using your CDs as to inspire my students, and as a part-time writer I intend to circulate my praise of KSB in my articles. I hope you return for another tour one day soon. 

Best wishes to all of you. Semper cantate!

Stephen Crabbe

Friday, 13 Jul 2007 

Safe and sound in Sydney
53 boys are asleep (hopefully) at the home of their Sydney billets.

The other 27 just finished a night tour of Sydney. Along with the Chaps, we took a ferry ride past the Sydney Opera House, under the Sydney Harbour Bridge and into Darlinghurst Harbour. The night view of the Sydney skyline leaves one speechless. I can't think of another one in the world that is so beautiful. I heard many boys and chaps comment that it was a surreal experience -- after seeing pictures your whole life -- to actually be here and take it all in.

While waiting for the ferry the Grads sang an impromptu concert. They drew a respectable crowd and delighted their audience. I'm sure they sold a few seats for tomorrow's concerts. Everyone was asking how to get tickets. We look forward to these two performances at Sydney Towne Hall. We'll do another nighttime outing tomorrow evening.

The Chaps have the day off to go play in this world-class city. We've encouraged them to skip the concerts (they've heard enough of the boys!) and enjoy themselves. They certainly deserve it.

More soon...

Sunday, 15 Jul 2007 

Two great concerts and one minor fainting in Sydney
Yesterday was a busy one in this glorious city.

Sydney Town Hall is a grand space. Both the 2 pm and the 8 pm concert went well with wonderfully receptive audiences. 

The 2 pm concert had one particularly dramatic moment. During "Ani ma 'amin", the Hebrew piece sung by the trebles, the solemn mood was suddenly pierced by shouts of "Mr. Fisher! Mr. Fisher!" It was a boy standing next to a fellow chorister who had just passed out. We kept right on singing while nearby adults from AYC attended to him, taking him off stage. At first I think the audience thought it was staged for dramatic effect, for the boy who passed out did so right when our narrator recounts the millions of children who have died as a result of discrimination and war throughout mankind's history. The timing was extraordinary and with the violin wailing away, it was quite a moment.

After the song ended, I eased the tension in the room by assuring the audience it isn't a boychoir concert until one goes down for the count. And then it occurred to me, gee I hope it isn't serious. In my mind, I saw video footage of the event being played in a court room documenting me conducting away with no apparent concern for the boy. 

In all seriousness, I made a judgment call in the moment that it was not serious -- just your run of the mill boy passing out on stage. I'm happy to report that the young man recovered quickly and was well enough to eat pizza and perform in the second concert. It was a good life experience for the boys. The show must go on! 

And OF COURSE I'm not going to tell you who it was. 

In between the two concerts the billeted boys took a quick run down to the harbor for a ferry ride. By chance, we caught the sun setting on the Sydney Opera House and Harbor bridge. It was quite lovely. We then ran over to the steps of the Sydney Opera House and did a mini-concert. An audience gathered and was delighted. Now we can say the Keystone State Boychoir has performed at the Sydney Opera House. (Don't put it past me)

Trust me, the boys could have done worse than the Sydney Town Hall. Full houses, beautiful room and rapturous applause. The boys outdo themselves at every concert and leave their audiences truly elated. We couldn't be more proud of their musicianship, showmanship, and professionalism.

More soon...

Monday, 16 Jul 2007 

Shopping and Footy in Sydney
Yesterday was a fun-filled day off. It began at a market where all the boys bought Australian souvenirs made in China. Nothing makes the boys happier than a bit of shopping. That money has been burning in their pocket since they left JFK.

We then went to an Aussie rules footy game at the Syndey Cricket Grounds. We had a bit of a dilemma on who to barrick for. (to 'barrick' means to 'root', but 'root' means something entirely different in Australia) We were in Sydney, so all of the billets insisted we barrick for the Sydney Swans. Many boys came dressed in red - the Swans colors. But, our AYC host, Julie McKenna, hails from Melbourne, and grew up in the hometown of the Carlton team. She told us in no uncertain terms to barrick for Carlton, and when Mrs. McKenna gives a direction, it's best to follow. Anyhow, our seats were great and we really got to take in a truly Aussie cultural experience. 

The billeted boys went home for their final night with their homestays, and the hostel Grads went out for a night on the town. We ate at a harbour restaurant, took a ferry ride to Manly, and then played late-night 'rough touch' football on the beach. The Basses were victorious but only because the tenors didn't ask me to quarterback. (as if...) We finished with a stop at Max Brenner's and had melted chocolate.

This morning I left early for Bathurst via train while the troops did a little bit more sight-seeing, the highlight being a breath-taking walk across Sydney Harbor bridge. 

The boys should roll into Bathurst any minute. I've already done an interview with Dr. Christopher Klopper of Charles Sturt University. He is the man who invited us here after seeing us at ISME in Kuala Lumpur. This quaint town is excited for our visit. There are flyers in every store window, which the boys will undoubtedly see and be thrilled. The venue is wonderful and it promises to be a terrific concert. 

The bus ride out from Sydney to Bathurst -- through the Blue Mountains -- is beautiful and unique to Australia. The boys are really seeing ALL of Australia.

More soon...

Thursday, 19 Jul 2007 

Wet 'n Wild 'n Well-Received in Brisbane
Our final major concert was in the venue to end all venues...the Concert Hall of the Queensland Performing Arts Center. We are now officially spoiled-rotten. You can see from the pictures, it was a world-class performance space. All the great musicians of the world have performed there, and now KSB is in those ranks. 

A definite pattern has immerged whereby people approach us after our concerts and compare us to Vienna Boys Choir. Unanimously we're told they don't hold a candle to KSB. I finally realized why the comparison has been so prevalent. It turns out AYC is the main presenter of Vienna when they tour Australia each year. So all of the AYC families have heard them quite a few times. It's almost embarrassing to keep hearing it (and sharing it with you!) but I think it's important for all of us to hear this kind of praise in light of how hard we all of us work (directors, CY staff, the CY board, volunteers, parents) to make the KSB experience possible for our young men.

I'm quite sure before you hear about any of our stellar concerts, you'll hear about our visit to Wet 'n Wild. Boys! Take them half way around the world, to Uluru and the Great Barrier Reef, and they'll only tell you about water parks and McDonalds. We surprised them with a half day visit as a reward for their terrific singing over the last three weeks. They were in heaven. I hope we have some pictures. One of the slides, called the Funnel, was nothing the boys had seen before. It was both scary and thrilling at the same time. The wave pool was a big hit as well. Best of all, several of the staff members approached me unsolicited and commented on how well-behaved the boys were. We love that!

More soon...

Thursday, 19 Jul 2007 

Left them wanting more in Bundaberg
Last night we were invited to sing 15 minutes on a program featuring the Bundaberg Youth Orchestra and Queensland Youth Orchestra. The invite was crucial to us getting up to the Barrier Reef. If you remember, we were going to have to choose either Ayres Rock or the Great Barrier Reef. The cost of flying to the main part of the Reef would have been prohibitive.

And then I found the Bundaberg Youth Choir, based in Bundaberg, three hours north of Brisbane and just a two hour drive to the southern most tip of the Reef. I e-mailed the director, Robyn Edgar and she graciously invited us to perform on the already full program and offered to find billets for most of our Trebles. The Reef was back in reach. NEVER SAY IMPOSSIBLE! Unless it's when we're asked to only sing 15 minutes. Impossible for KSB!It's like being asked to eat one potatoe chip. Once you start... My banter with the audience alone takes up 15 minutes! So Fitz duck taped my mouth and I never said one single word. May have been a first. We let the music speak and speak it did.

The house was intimate, sold out, and the audience hadn't a clue who we were or how a boychoir from America ended up in Bundaberg. We picked our very best, most polished repertoire and gave them a heck of a performance. The feeling that they didn't want us to stop singing was palpable from the start, and of course we stretched it to 20 minutes. Okay, 25. Fine, we finished just under 30 minutes. Or was it 35? One woman said afterwards she wanted "20 more songs at least."

Throughout the tour, I've heard a consistent remark from audience members: that the boys have "restored faith in America". Founded or unfounded, fair or unfair, America's reputation abroad is hurting for sure. KSB has redefined the United States for literally thousands of Australians all over the country. Truly.

The Grads, oldest Trebles, and adults are staying on the beach at Kelly's Beach Resort and loving it. Small groups of boys have their own bungalows with TV, kitchen and private bathrooms. The night time sky is absolutely awesome. One of the guests had a super telescope and let the boys look thru to see the craters on the moon! The show the stars are putting on for the boys has been worth the trip up to the hinterland alone. 

Today is the big day. The Great Barrier Reef. It is a gorgeous day for the trip. Everyone was up at 4am and rarin' to go.

Look for a blog or two from one of the boys...

Saturday, 21 Jul 2007 

Boys at the airport, waiting to board!
At this very minute the boys are waiting to board a plane in Brisbane. In 28 minutes they will be in the air and making their way for home sweet home!

It was an over-the-top fabulous last concert at Matthew Flinders Anglican College -- the full house was on its feet by the performance's end. The five seniors sang their last concert with KSB, making their quintet in "Hope for Resolution" all the more poignant. Fittingly, the last song of our program and the 2007 KSB concert tour was "We Are The Boys!" 

They certainly are...

Sunday, 22 Jul 2007 

Final thoughts on the final day...
At last, KSB’s 2007 concert tour has come to an end. This will be the last blog before the boys are safe and sound in their parents’ arms.

Every concert tour is unique in its own way. We discourage the boys from comparing one tour from another, so as to not diminish someone else’s tour experience. And I can confidently say, when it comes to KSB concert tours, there is no such thing as a bad tour. No one tours quite like we do. And while many would not want to tour as we do, how we tour defines who we are and makes us special. It’s about creating a traveling community of young men who love to sing, and sharing that joyful music-making with thousands of people who are changed in a small way forever – in both their view of boys and of American boys.

On tour, from day to day, moment to moment, there are triumphs and tribulations. Peaks and valleys. On tour, we wonder as we wander. At times there is more wander than wonder! On tour we call them “tour moments”. There are good tour moments, and then there are, well, tour moments. Both are necessary. For if a tour were only good moments, how would we know we had one? Same in life. 

One tour moment that I didn’t get around to sharing:

On our second day in Melbourne, we met with Gustav Radda, a man now in his eighties who, at the age of 10 (!) -- along with 19 of his fellow choristers in the Vienna Mozart Boys Choir -- was stranded in Australia. The choir was finishing a wildly successful concert tour when World War II broke out and all commercial shipping came to a halt. Gustav and the other boys were adopted by parisheners of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Melbourne, but the boys and their foster families expected the war to last only a few weeks, at which time the boys would return home to Vienna. But that wasn’t to be. The war, as we know, raged on for seven years. By the time it was over, Gustav and his fellow singers were young men, with jobs, and girlfriends, and new lives in their adopted country. All but one of the boys lived out their lives in Australia! Now as parents, that may sound like the worst, most unfathomable fate in the world. But consider this. If those boys had been able to return, most of them by the end of the war would have been recruited into the German army and perished. Mr. Radda spoke of the schoolmates he left behind in Vienna that in fact were forced to serve under Hitler and died on the front. 

After Mrs. Anderson brought this story to my attention, I went on a mission to track Mr. Radda down. On my pre-trip in January, I called every Radda in the Melbourne phone book until I found our man. Gustav, now a grandfather with grandsons the ages of the KSB boys, was kind enough to invite me into his home. He also agreed to come and speak with our boys, and did so in the very pews of the Cathedral where he began his new life, now almost 70 years ago.

On tour, there are moments that go over the boys head. You hope that they will one day revisit them and realize how lucky they were to have them. But then there are those very special moments when the boys know in the moment that they are experiencing something very special. As our boys sat and listened to Mr. Radda, I couldn’t help but think our boys were grasping the moment. I mean, there they were, in Australia, on a concert tour, no doubt a little homesick, and before them was man who was in their shoes, and woke up one day and realized he was never going home again. I’m sure that this interaction with Mr. Radda allowed every one of our boys, on some level, to appreciate home and family a little bit more than they did before. 

We tell the boys, loving tour and missing home are not mutually exclusive. To feel both at the same time is not only okay, but is what travel is all about.

At the end of our time with Mr. Radda, all of our boys shook hands with him and had him sign an autograph. It was one of those “tour moments” that make KSB special. Look for a podcast and video of our time with Mr. Radda in the days to come.

I must say this concert tour was extraordinarily successful on so many levels. To start with, we managed to safely bring 80 boys half way around the world and back. Special thanks to our chaperones for that. Unless you’ve chaperoned, you’ll never quite know the sweat and tears involved in this labor of love. The size of the choir created challenges no doubt, but they were worth it. To have given so many boys this experience of a lifetime is a wonderful thing. And there is beauty in numbers when it comes to a choir. We were a force to reckon with.

And then there was the sight-seeing, which is an inadequate term for what we did. To have fed kangaroos with joeys in pouches and held koalas, to have sailed the Sydney harbour at night, taking in the star-filled Southern sky with the Sydney Opera House as a backdrop, to have seen the sun set and rise at Uluru, and to have gone to the Great Barrier Reef and see Nemo and sea turtles and the very same coral up close that can be seen from the moon – that is an embarrassment of riches.

But after all that, I believe what will stay with the boys longest and what has shaped them most profoundly is the people they met and moved because of their love of singing. Undoubtedly it was the quality of their music-making, coupled with their uncommon way of entertaining while making choral art that endeared them to everyone they sang for. I can’t remember a concert tour where consistently, concert after concert, the boys truly wowed audiences in a way that inspired so many people to approach us -- again and again and again -- to tell us how very special the Keystone State Boychoir is. 

Of course, I have always thought KSB is special. Professionally-speaking, KSB is my child. And all parents think their children are special. But when the world tells you, well, that’s extra-special. Not that you need to hear it to believe it, but it sure is nice!

That is not to say that we will rest on our laurels. We’ve climbed another mountain, only to find there are more on the horizon. Fitz and I can’t wait to take KSB to new musical heights, so that each season, the boys reach a higher and higher standard of choral singing. We will always strive for that standard of flawless vocal technicality and production. And just as important, along the way we will continue to nurture in the boys a joy for singing that is not only heard, but seen and felt. In the end, that is what makes KSB special indeed.

Nelson Mandela wrote: “After climbing a great hill, one only finds that there are many more hills to climb. I have taken a moment here to rest, to steal a view of the glorious vista that surrounds me, to look back at the distance I have come.”

These words resonate with me. Which may seem sentimental. From one perspective, KSB is so small in comparison to Mr. Mandela’s peaceful revolution that ended apartheid. But from another, KSB is just as significant, just as big, just as important. KSB is its own little revolution, allowing young men to be ‘men’ AND be emotionally connected to the world around them, and all the while bringing joy to whoever is privileged enough to hear them. Fitz and I count ourselves among the privileged.

More next year…
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