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There are a few of us who have been privileged to make music with all five directors of  
Masterworks Chorus/National Philharmonic Chorale since its birth in the mid 1970's.  Let me 
start my nostalgia trip by quoting from the transcript of an interview I gave to Applause on the 
early days of the Chorale.  "An interesting thing about the origins of the chorus.  Roger Ames, 
the fellow who started Masterworks, was a wonderful human being, a guy who just had this 
amazing way of making music a joyful experience -- he was somewhat disorganized, but he was 
a real people person. And he was connected with a woman named June Allen, and June Allen 
was artistic director of what was called Street 70, it was a county organization, part of the 
Recreation Department, and they were run out of the old Round House Theatre on Viers Mill 
Road and Connecticut Avenue.  At that time, Eliot Pfanstiehl was either the head of Round 
House or -- he was something that was important -- he had means for helping out Masterworks 
get started in '74 and it's interesting that as things went, he's now sitting as head of Strathmore", 
still helping us. 

I loved Roger Ames.  I loved that Roger Ames made music so much fun.  I loved the joy that 
people felt being with Roger Ames and music.  He was the personification of all that Leonard 
Bernstein's 1959 book The Joy of Music was about.  Let's go back to September, 1977, the 
beginning of the third year of Masterworks, when Dave McGoff and I joined.  Helen Altman was 
already part of Masterworks from its inception. The three of us are the only current members of 
the National Philharmonic Chorale to have enjoyed singing with Roger.  The chorus with 
somewhat under 100 members was a fun-loving and spirited group, a reflection of Roger's 
personality that made up for in enthusiasm that which it fell short of in musical professionalism.  

The projected 1977-78 concert season was amazingly ambitious 
for such a young organization.  We opened in the auditorium of 
Einstein High School with an unforgettable performance of 
Handel's magnificent huge oratorio Solomon which is abundantly 
scored for double chorus, not exactly where Masterworks was at 
that time in its evolution.  Our woefully undermanned troops tried 
valiantly, but we had three or four complete false starts in which 
we had to return to the beginning of the given piece to try again.  
Of course we were embarrassed, but we were singing mainly to 
friends and family who loved us "for better, for worse" and that 
night they probably got more "worse" than hoped for.  But there 
was a deep secret behind our Solomon adventure that Roger shared 
with me several years later.  It was a clerical error.  Roger wanted 
to do the much less taxing Handel oratorio Saul but apparently 
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there was some mix-up in processing the order for the music and 100 copies of Solomon, not 
Saul, arrived in September.  There was not enough time left to correct this mishap so based on 
the logic of expediency, that is a score in hand is worth two in the bush, ready or not we went 
with Solomon rather than the originally intended [and much more realistically doable] Saul and 
that is why we had some “worse” along with our “better” in Dave's and my debut with Roger, 
Helen, and Masterworks Chorus. 

For our second concert, Mendelssohn’s Elijah provided soothing relief.  We had a wonderful 
time with Roger preparing for a fine performance on February 25, 1978, at the National 
Presbyterian Center that was blessed with much more “better” than “worse”. 

 

This lead us into the final chapter of my freshman year with 
Masterworks, Carmina Burana and it is here that the grand 
Carmina saga started for me, one that is still alive and well 
in 2013.  We reveled in a spirited performance at National 
Presbyterian on May 12, 1978.  To put the time frame in 
perspective, I note that my currently-42-year-old daughter 
was in our children's chorus.  I guess the overused aphorism 
is really true that time flies when you're having a good time.  
I particularly recall with joy the sight and sounds of Nora 
Davenport, the late great young percussionist who sadly 
departed us all too early in life.  But we were not through 
with Carmina that night.  Some one of us came up with the 
inspired idea to stage as a fundraiser, a Carmina sing-along 
boat cruise on the Potomac the weekend after our 
performance.  In 1978 the Wilson Line Boat Company hired 
out sizeable Potomac tour boats for special functions and the 
cost was within reason.  Better still, we could bring our own 
"supplies" [i.e. kegs of beer, plenty of junk food, 
sausages/wurst, etc] thus avoiding the horrible cost markups 
usually inflicted by host venues.  This minimal cost 
combination let us truly regard the Carmina Boat Trip on the 

Potomac as the fundraiser that we labeled it as.  But funds were not the only thing that was raised 
[how about the proverbial ceiling?]  Mid-afternoon the Saturday following our concert, we 
embarked from the Wilson Line pier on Maine Avenue for four glorious bacchanalian hours 
inspired by Carl Orff, our own Roger, and our well-stocked "café".    How could we not have a 
total blast cruising along by the Kennedy Center, beer stein in one hand, perhaps Carmina score 
or sweetheart's hand in the other, doing the musical things we love to do with Roger; and we 
made big bucks by our fiscal standards.  Tremendous and memorable success! 
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 CARMINA BURANA CHORUS - May 12, 1978 

       

 

I will temporarily jump ahead to complete the sad story of our remaining Carmina boat trips.  
The following year, our new and equally charming and charismatic [in a different way] music 
director, Ed Polochick [founder and director of Concert Artists of Baltimore], shared our 
enthusiasm for doing another Carmina fundraiser on the water, but as we were to find out, the 
waterfront business climate had changed significantly in a year.  Basically the Wilson Line went 
belly-up and their successor adopted a painful new business model.  Boat chartering fees were 
dramatically increased and "refreshments" had to be provided through their catering service.  In 
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spite of the new rules of the game, we did another Carmina boat trip in 1979 and again had a 
great time.  Eddie was/is a wonderful guy to have around a piano/key board on such occasions.  
Under the new financial arrangement, our so-called "fund raiser" was lucky to break even.  
Unfortunately we did not learn the obvious lesson, so we staged yet another Carmina event in 
the spring of 1980 and this time the "fund raiser" was an unqualified big time "fund loser".  Ever 
since then, we have enjoyed doing Carmina many times, but from then on, always in a concert 
venue and sadly, no longer on board a boat.  

As I’ve already mentioned, life is full of for “betters” and for “worses”, a mixed blessing which 
Masterworks was to experience during the summer between the 1977-78 and 1978-79 concert 
seasons; Roger was leaving!  His life situation was spelled out in a Persons to Watch feature 
article in a 1978 issue of Washingtonian Magazine: 

                        

 

This being the reality of life, Roger planned on moving to Cologne at the end of the summer to 
be with Georgine.  As a consequence of this timing, I became a winner due to a small personal 
crisis that presented itself to Roger and Georgine.  Their wedding anniversary was on Friday 
June 9, after our Carmina boat trip but before Roger was to depart.  Very fortunately [said with 
tongue in cheek!], I was to be in Cologne that weekend as I was scheduled to give a Physics 
Colloquium on Monday at the Institut für Festkörperforschung der Kernforschungsanlage [KFA] 
Jülich [the name kind of just rolls off your tongue], a nearby national laboratory.  Problem 
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solved!  I was commissioned to be a surrogate Roger to celebrate their anniversary with her.  All 
sorts of good things fell my way.  Not only was I to stay with Georgine over the weekend, but it 
all was to start with her Friday night performance as the beautiful and flirtatious Adina in L'elisir 
d'amore [Der Liebestrank in Germany] at the Opernhaus Köln.  I arrived at the bahnhof late 

Friday afternoon with enough time to discharge my first assigned duty, acquire anniversary 
flowers that I was to see delivered to Georgine's dressing room prior to the performance.  Big 
shot that I was, at least for this evening, I picked up the ticket left at the ticket office by THE 

diva; no small potatoes Ticketmaster or its German 
equivalent for me.  The performance was wonderful and I 
was mesmerized by the realization that it would be me 
and not the lovable but simple Nemorino who would be 
going home with Adina/Georgine at evening's end.  
Taking this fantasizing to yet another level, I really 
became into myself when I also realized that not only 
Nemorino but everybody else in the audience but me 

would leave with their fantasies of this particular evening unfulfilled.  I was in the alleged 
Seventh Heaven. 



  6 

The rest of the weekend in Köln with Georgine was lovely until my bubble was burst on Sunday 
evening when my friend/colleague from the KFA came to pick me up at her apartment and whisk 
me back to the real world.  I guess if physics was paying my bills, I had to do my own song and 
dance at the KFA which I can assure you had little to do with L'elisir d'amore.  Sometime later I 
spilled out my memories of the weekend to Roger, particularly my feelings of triumph 
concerning who in the opernhaus was the ultimate winner of Adina's heart; me of course as 
revealed by who accompanied her home.  Roger's response was something like "Yeah, I know all 
about it; I feel exactly that way absolutely every time I see/hear her perform." 

 

 

Masterworks survived the first Roger-less concert year of 1978-79 
thanks in large part on account of our delight with Ed Polochick as 
our new Maestro.  Roger and Georgine returned to the states for a 
brief period over the summer of 1979.  During that time, Masterworks 
and other friends of Roger put on a heart-felt concert of his music at 
the Round House Theater in which Georgine sang; beautifully I might 
add.   

 

    It was not until the summer of 1983 that I next saw Roger and Georgine; this time in 
Düsseldorf where 
Georgine was now 
under contract.  
No surprise that 
we had some 
wonderful days 
together that 
included a 
particularly scary 
day of sailing in 
which a surprise 
storm almost 
caused big 
problems for us.  
There we go with 
yet another boat 
trip, but without 
the benefits of 
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Carmina.  It was on this visit that Roger spoke of his correspondences with Carl Orff.  As he 
tells it, a while after our [profitable and great] 1978 Carmina Boat Fundraiser, Roger wrote to 
Carl Orff describing the joys of our Carmina-inspired day on the Potomac. As Roger put it, 
"Here we were floating on the Potomac River in the shadow of the John F. Kennedy Center for 
the Performing Arts, great iconic monuments which represented the basic quality of the United 
States in view in all directions.  A boat full of happy people united in song [yours], spirits, and an 
overall zest for life.  These are the moments that seem to be really made in heaven."  To Roger's 
surprise and delight, Orff responded with a message in the spirit of "I am so happy to hear of 
your wonderful experiences making music, happiness, and zestful life in which Carmina Burana 
added to the mix.  I cannot imagine a better way for my music to be performed.  Thank you for 
telling me your story."  Carl Orff died in 1982 at the age of 86 and was buried in the Baroque 
church of the beer-brewing priory of Andechs, south of Munich. 

Fast forward to 2013, the year of National Phil's two performances of Carmina on June 8 and 9, 
the same days as the MIT Class of 1963 50th Reunion.  In keeping with a recurring theme 
throughout this nostalgia trip, water and boat adventures seem to be a unifier.  As some of you 

know, I as an MIT alumni have been associated not 
only with the MIT Choral Society but also MIT Crew.  
With respect to crew, I rowed as an undergraduate and 
then allowed myself to be completely cut off from it for 
more than 35 years.  As a consequence of some wise 
strategies at MIT, I have been reinvolved with the crew 

program for the past 15 years and have been part of a semi-competitive MIT Alumni Master's 
crew that has "raced" in some big-deal intercollegiate regattas over the past ten years.  It's been 
fantastically great to actually do now that which we did back in the 1960's.  The MIT reunion 
classes participate in "fun" races on their appropriate reunion years.  My class of '63 has won at 
our three past reunions in 1998, 2003, and 2008.  On the occasion of our 50th  reunion, I/we 
intend to continue our "superiority" into 2013 so on June 8 and 9, I will be thinking of you all 
and of Carmina, but I will be found in Boston/Cambridge defending our honor rowing on the 
Charles.  I think that Carl Orff would approve. 

             



Meister der Carmina Burana, 1230 AD

        Lutoslawski   Three Poems by Henri Michaux 
        	 	 	        Orff    Carmina Burana    

Audrey Luna ,  soprano  
 Robert Baker ,  tenor   Leon Williams ,  baritone  

 National Philharmonic Chorale   
Choralis Youth Chorus

Stan Engebretson ,  conductor

Saturday, June 8, 2013, 8:00 PM    Sunday, June 9, 2013, 3:00 PM  
At the Music Center at Strathmore 

 
Tickets from $28.  Students $10.  Group Sales Available (301-581-5199).  Kids 7-17 free!  Complimentary Parking. 

Call 301-581-5100 and mention promotion code NPOrff for a 20% discount on tickets.  
Available for purchases made by phone or in person. In addition, they can be purchased online 

at www.nationalphilharmonic.org by using the code 3429 when logging in. 
Not applicable to previously purchased tickets. 

  


