COMMUNITY:

Singing for joy

* Katie McRobert

close my bedroom door, put the Walkman headphones

on and sing ‘Footloose’ into a hairbrush microphone.
The release of singing with joyful abandon was nothing
short of medicinal in those angsty teenage years, but the
idea of singing out loud - in front of real live people - was
quite terrifying.

Singing in public might be a great fear for many people,
but for members of the Blue Mountains numerous
community choirs it is a transcendental joy. Members of
local groups surveyed for this article said: “singing is
enlivening and invigorating”; “I find great joy in making
harmony with others,” and “I feel part of something creative
and hugely enjoyable.”

Janice Tretjak, of Springwood Chorus, says there is more
than just enjoyment at stake.

“Choral singing is not only fun, it offers an antidote to
stress, illness and depression,” says Janice, also a local
health worker.

“When you sing you breathe in a different way, you use
more of your total lung volume. This increases airflow so
your blood becomes more oxygenated, also making you
more alert.

“Singing also exercises the cardio-vascular system, and is
recommended for people who are stressed, anxious or tend
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Springwood Chorus

A daytime sing-a-long chorus for adults
Escape From the House!
Monday mornings
(except school holidays)

10.30am to 12noon
Small Hall Presbyterian Church
160 Macquarie Rd Springwood
$5 donation requested per week
Come & enjoy singing with no expectations,
minimal restrictions

Sing for life. Sing for love.
Sing for joy. Sing for health.

Facilitator: Trish Adams - jockslady@yahoo.com
or contact Janice: 4752 2300

This is just between us, but once upon a time | used to
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The Zimbaweans say it
neatly with their
proverb: ‘If you can walk
you can dance; if you

can talk you can sing’ 99

to be ‘upper rib breathers’, who are prone to
hyperventilating and suffer from increased muscle tension in
the body.

“Singing in a choir can also contribute to an increased
sense of community and foster a sense of belonging,”
Janice says.

A research paper by Elizabeth Slottje (B Mus Hons) found
that studies validate the positive impact of singing on
physical and mental health. Reports demonstrate that
singing heightens breathing and body awareness, tones
abdominal muscles, can bolster the immune system, lowers
blood pressure, relaxes muscles and improves cardiac
output (Stacy, Brittain & Kerr 2002; Clift & Hancox 2001;
Hunter 1999). Research by British psychologist Neil Todd
established that the sacculus, an organ in the inner ear,
responds to frequencies commonly found in music
connected to a part of the brain responsible for registering
pleasure.

“Community singing also bonds people in a sense of social
unity and purpose,” says Elizabeth.

Choir member-turned-leader, Trish Adams, says singing
has always been an important part of her life.

“As a small child | would go to church [in the US south]
with Miss Lottie and her children. What a sight that must
have been - a red-headed white girl in an all black church!”
says Trish.

“As | look back, | realise that | must have stuck out, but it
was one place that | felt accepted and was no different from
anyone else. Age didn’t matter, gender didn’t matter, race
didn’t matter: all that mattered was the song and the joy
within it.”

When Trish arrived in Australia 10 years ago, she missed
singing with others. “My dogs enjoyed singing with me, but
the harmony wasn’t quite right!” she says. She spotted an
ad for The Joyful Noise and decided to give it a try.

“What a blessing! From there | also joined Crowd Around.
These two groups have given me community, and also
restored a confidence that had been hidden.”

A little over a year ago, the Katoomba Neighbourhood
Centre was looking for people interested in a daytime
senior’s choir. Trish went along to join the singing, but was
roped in to leading the group. “From there, the Vocal Locals
have become an important part of my life,” she says. “We
are a very informal group, with no expectations. We simply
sing for joy, for life and sing for health.”

Springwood Chorus formed with the support of Aftercare
as a result of the popularity of the Katoomba group.

Margo Adelson, of Glenbrook Community Choir and the
Warrimoo Chorale, has followed a different path to
community singing.

“My choral training, once | left Sydney University Musical
Society, was with professional choirs like Philharmonia and
the Motet Choir, Sydney Chamber Choir, Leonine Singers
and Romanesca,” says Margo.

“Singing with community choirs is a very different process,
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and one which has taken me a long time to
learn! It's not as outcome-oriented as
preparing for a recording or concert, during
which rehearsals are minimal and sight
reading is crucial.

“The emphasis instead is on the sensation of
singing, the release, the joy, the camaraderie,
the sheer delight in creating harmony.

“Singing has been the high point of the week
for friends of mine, often helping them in
difficult situations, and through challenging life
experiences.

“l know there are many Wednesday evenings
when I'd rather snuggle up at home, but |
always return from a rehearsal energised,
renewed and optimistic!” Margo says.

Beverley Moreman, a member of
Springwood’s Joyful Noise gospel choir, says:
“Singing is all these things to me as well - the
community feeling, the emotional release of
the singing itself and the re-energised feeling
afterwards - but the big plus for me in singing
with The Joyful Noise is the emphasis on the
pure joy and fun of singing.

“I have sung in other choirs where the
emphasis has been on correct pitch and
blend, but in this choir we still usually manage
to achieve good pitch and blend without any
pressure or stress - and we always have fun!”

Hazelbrook-based member of Crowd
Around, Tom Bridges, was formerly choir
master of Moo Choir as well as both the
Sydney and Blue Mountains Trade Union
Choirs. He thinks many people have a mental
block when it comes to finding their voice.

“When people arrive at a community choir of
mine for the first time, | will nearly always be
told by the recruit that he or she ‘can’t sing’,”
says Tom. “And when | talk with others about
my work, ‘I can’t sing’ is likewise heard again
and again. From numerous conversations I've
had with fellow community choir directors, this
experience is common to them too.

“The personal narratives that follow draw on
a standard catalogue of put-downs and
discouragement in formative years, often by
those who should know better, like school
music teachers.

“Now, the ‘I can’t sing’ story can be
countermanded by asking the person in
question to sing Happy Birthday. It can be
guaranteed that this is the one song in this
culture that everyone knows.

“The Zimbabweans say it neatly with their
proverb, ‘If you can walk you can dance; if
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you can talk you can sing’,” says Tom.

“Community choirs can inter alia provide an ideal
setting for people to reclaim their birthright as
musicians, to learn to use it co-operatively, and to
experience its sometimes unexpected rewards.

“The potential extra-musical ramifications of such
rewards should not be underestimated.”

Leader of Lawson’s Crowd Around and co-director
of Moo Choir (Warrimoo), Kate Swadling, says choral
and group singing is a truly communal event:
“Impossible to achieve alone, and one that seems to
satisfy a fundamental need for people to just be
together.”

Kate finds working with a choir is a rewarding
creative outlet. “It’s great for me to work on an
arrangement with a group that | have either done or
adapted. The total sound is so much greater than the
individual parts,” she says.

“Of course it comes with many challenges. A
community choir that does not audition its members
may have extremely different levels of musical
competency, and personalities can make a big impact
on the equilibrium of the group. However, after 21
years of running choirs and performing in smaller
groups | still feel very lucky that this is how | can
make a living.”

The Blue Mountains choral community is linked in

unique ways, with members sometimes swapping

between groups and sometimes belonging to more
than one at a time. Larger group workshops bring the
smaller groups together, and work and social ties link
many of the choir directors.

One big event on the community’s calendar is the
annual Blackheath Choir Festival, held over the last
weekend of August. This year a record 31 choirs from
the Mountains and beyond will perform individual sets
in six concerts over the course of the weekend. Each
concert features five choirs singing their choice of
music: pop, opera, folk, classical, comedy, gospel,
political, ancient and modern. The weekend will
conclude with a Combined Choirs performance of
Mozart’'s Coronation Mass in C major.

Festival director Linda McLaughlin says “The
Blackheath Festival is not a competition - it's all about
the music. This is the friendliest choir festival in the
world!”

Fast forward to Winter Magic 2011, and there | am:
singing into an actual microphone for a packed
audience of smiling people - flanked, thankfully, by
three very talented friends - and loving every minute
of it. How? | went with a friend to a singing workshop
one weekend (there was no way | could have gone
on my own) and loved the experience so much, we
joined a local choir. The more | sang, the more |

Come along and sing for joy! No experience
required, no audition needed. We meet in the
Springwood Presbyterian Church Hall Wed.
nights 7.30-9pm (during school term), $6/wkK.

Call Katie for more info on 4751 8971.

enjoyed it - and the more | enjoyed it, the more |

sang. Community choirs gave me a place to find my
voice without fear of embarrassment, and the
experience of harmonising with others continues to
provide a natural high | seek out at every opportunity.
Trish Adams’ thoughts sum up why many people
who join community choirs remain involved in some
form for the rest of their lives: “Singing is my
medication,” says Trish. “Singing is a gift, both given
and received. Singing is both an introduction and the
following conversation. Singing is a joy and a blessing

when shared.”

More than 5200 people read
The Blueberry cover to

cover every month. Each ad
stands out on the page - not
buried in an over-crowded ‘ad
graveyard’. Be part of this
a’ community publication, and be
sure your business is noticed.
Rates and details on our website.

d d e: bbmagads@gmail.com

www.themountainsblueberry.com.au
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