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FROM THE MUSIC DIRECTOR 

Hi everyone, 

It is so hard to believe that more than a year has now passed 
since our group was able to rehearse or perform together. We 
only had two rehearsals last March before everything that could 
do so shut down, and all of our lives have been so very different 
ever since. I was initially going to look for a music-related 
quote, but then I decided that Spring might have more 
relevance, since this feels like a time of renewal in numerous 
ways; the breezes are bringing warmer air, crocuses and 
daffodils are sprouting up, buds are forming on the trees, and 
most importantly, coronavirus numbers are trending toward an 
overall decline, bringing some hope for more than just nature 
reawakening. Yoko Ono’s quote at left feels appropriate, 
especially with that reference to “perseverance” in the last line, 
something we have needed copious amounts of throughout 
what has felt like an entire year of “winter,” in a way. 

The Board and I have been in discussion in recent meetings 
regarding how and when to begin the process of starting things 
up again. Many professional orchestras have continued to hold 
events since last fall, choosing music with reduced 
instrumentation to allow for increased spacing between players, 
having players undergo frequent testing, etc. As a strictly 
volunteer group, we are not equipped for that level of 
complexity, but watching live-streamed performances by the 
Albany Symphony and various chamber music organizations 
has brought me such a feeling of hope and inspiration, a sense 
that music and the arts in general are still alive and well during 
this difficult time. With that in mind, possibly in early summer 
and given a large reduction in local virus counts by then, we are 
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Spring passes and one remembers 
one's innocence. 
Summer passes and one remembers 
one's exuberance. 
Autumn passes and one remembers 
one's reverence. 
Winter passes and one remembers 
one's perseverance. 

― Yoko Ono 



hoping to be able to offer our chamber music library selections 
up for loan to musicians who may want to play outdoors with 
distancing guidelines followed. 

We are also starting to dip our toe into the waters, so to speak, 
to see if there is possibility of collaborating with the Averill 
Park school district to schedule a Fall season for the full 
orchestra, but even if we start the planning process, there are 
so many factors involved in ensuring it to be a fairly “normal” 
and safe experience. Essentially, it would require definitive 
data showing that vaccine population saturation is high 

enough to potentially be leading to increased herd immunity, with drastically reduced regional 
coronavirus numbers and no signs that vaccine resistant variants are showing up to spoil the party.  

So, all of this restarting discussion feels so hopeful, but we are treading very lightly at the moment, 
and all of it is still completely up in the air. Recent local virus numbers show some increase, so we 
need to see that trend turn around before we even think about supporting in-person gatherings 
anytime soon. We will be following the data and providing more information when we can make 
clearer decisions. 

Good news, though! One thing we ARE planning to start up in about a month is a trial of weekly 
personal music sharing Zoom meetings among our members who were active performers when we 
shut down, so that we can show what we are working on for anyone else in the group who wants to 
tune in to listen and enjoy. Thank you to our Treasurer and flutist, Vi Persia, for coming up with that 
fun idea! More information on that will be sent out to our “current” performing membership later this 
month. 

Tune in next month for more updated information on our future plans. Wishing you all a wonderful 
Spring! 

Sincerely, 
Christina 
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BOARD NEWS 

We have had some recent changes to our board 
membership. Sarah Popiel and Jack Ishman, 
who were members since the Board was formed in 
October 2017, decided during the winter to resign 
to spend time on other activities. We thank both of 
them for their hard work and dedication during 
their three plus years. As President, Sarah led the 
organization through the process of achieving 
official non-profit status, and Jack has been our 
trusted Secretary during much of that process, as 
well. They will be missed on the Board, but they 
are still members of the orchestra, so we hope to 
hear them lending their wonderful musical skills to the group once we can safely start up again! 

As mentioned below, our meetings for the last several months have been run by one of our violinists 
who was already on the Board, Robert (Bob) Serenka, who assumed the President position after 
Sarah stepped down. We ended up with the happy “problem” of having three people interested in the 
two vacancies. All are youth members of our orchestra; Gwen Jamison (viola) and Harry Corbin 
(percussion) took the voting seats, and David Morelli (trombone/flute) volunteered to be a 
non-voting member for now. Non-voting members may serve in an advisory capacity and can still 
hold most officer or committee member positions, so all three will have the opportunity to play a 
significant role in the future of our association. Background about Harry and David and some of their 
musical adventures were featured in our last newsletter, so Gwen's introduction is below, along with 
information about a few more of our high school-aged members. 

Please join us in welcoming our new Board President, Robert (Bob) Serenka! 

A native of Pittsburgh, Bob grew up in Rochester where he played the clarinet all through High 
School. After graduation, he joined a choir, and has been singing ever since. A member of several 
church choirs, he also sang with the Rochester Oratorio Society for a season. Relocating to Albany for 
a job opportunity, Bob took up the violin, pursuing a life-long passion for string music. An attorney 
for more than 30 years, he has served on many boards and commissions, including the Albany Gun 
Violence Task Force, the Center Square Association, and the Albany Damien Center. Bob looks 
forward to bringing his administrative experience and love of music to the APCO Board and 
contributing to the continued growth of our orchestra as an organization that is a fun and 
collaborative musical experience for everyone. 

Bob and the rest of APCO’s leadership team are always open to comments, questions, and/or 
suggestions!  

  



Email addresses are as follows: 
Bob Serenka, Board President: rserenka@yahoo.com  
Christina Desmond, Music Director and Co-conductor: cdmusic600@gmail.com  
Skip Persia, Co-conductor: skipmusic10@gmail.com  
Vi Persia, Treasurer: persiaviola@gmail.com  
APCO administrative email address: averillparkcommunityorchestra@gmail.com  

The Board is continuing to meet monthly via Zoom to refine policies and consider the safest way to 
start things up again. We look forward to sharing more information with the group at large about that 
at a later time as ideas solidify and documents are ready to present. 

YOUTH MEMBER PROFILES 

Gwen Jamison (viola) is a 10th grader at Averill Park 
High School. She started playing viola in her school 
orchestra program in 4th grade and liked it so much that 
she “stuck with it!” She studies private music lessons at the 
Troy Music Academy, mostly on guitar, but with an 
occasional lesson on viola if she has an upcoming event to 
prepare for. Besides APCO, which she joined in 2019, Gwen 
plays viola in the orchestra at school, and has also enjoyed 
performing in a quintet at a local wedding. She now serves 
on the APCO Board of Directors, as well. When asked for 
anything else she wanted to say about music in general, 
Gwen replied, “I love playing and listening to all types of music!”  

Kim (bass) and Marisa (violin) Mazzacco joined APCO a couple of years ago, and they enjoyed 
attending rehearsals during their first season. Life and COVID intervened in such a way that they have 
not had a chance to perform with the group yet, but they are enthusiastic about being able to 
participate fully when the orchestra starts playing again. As twin sisters, they are both in 10th grade, 
and play in the Averill Park High School orchestra program together. Kim studies bass with Luke 
Baker, and Marisa, who joined the Empire State Youth Orchestra this year, takes violin lessons with 
Hilary Cumming. We are happy to have them join our string sections going forward!  

 

CONGRATULATIONS, ED MARTIN, OUR NEWEST LIFETIME MEMBER! 
 
Ed Martin has been playing violin in APCO since it was a small group of string players under the 
leadership of Janine Budesheim, nearly 30 years ago! Ed was awarded Lifetime Membership by our 
Board of Directors just prior to the shutdown, so the presentation had to be delayed a bit. Jack 
Ishman made the certificate earlier this year using his master calligraphy skills and Sarah Popiel 
presented Ed with it at his home. We wish the whole orchestra was able to be there to share the 
presentation experience with him, but we all congratulate him on this very deserved special honor, 
nonetheless, and look forward to hearing his beautiful violin sound again soon! 



HAPPY BELATED BIRTHDAY, SKIP! 
 
Our illustrious conductor, Skip Persia, just enjoyed a birthday on March 23rd!  
 
Word is that skip enjoyed a wonderful day with Vi and their family. His daughter, Linda, decorated a 
stunning cake for him with the perfect theme! Following are some photos from his special day, 
including a close up of the cake, Twinkie showing some interest in the festivities, and two of Skip’s 
grandchildren posing with him: 
 

     

View a video that Skip and Vi’s daughter, Kim, made for him featuring a song he composed for Vi 39 
years ago called “Play a Sad Song” - https://youtu.be/8mqLYc7UgUo.  

 

SUPPORTING OUR LOCAL SCHOOL DISTRICT 
 
One of our orchestra’s missions is education and support of the musical endeavors of the young 
people in our community. The Averill Park Central School District has graciously allowed us to use 
their grounds, facilities, and equipment for our rehearsals and performances for years. We have been 
so thankful for that support, and wanted to find a way to give a little back, especially during a time 
when teaching music is so challenging in our pandemic world. 

With that in mind, the APCO Board made the decision earlier this year to donate $100 John Keal 
Music gift cards to each of the following teachers to use for their instrumental programs in whatever 
ways they felt were most needed: Lauren Jurczynski (band) and Michele Baratto (strings) at 
Algonquin Middle School and Mike Blostein (band and orchestra) at Averill Park High School. We 
look forward to partnering with APCSD more in the future! 

  



MAKING MUSIC IN COVID-19 TIMES 
 

Averill Park High School held a live outdoor concert in the parking lot on March 20th. 
APCO members Kim Mazzacco, Marisa Mazzacco, David Morelli, and Gwen Jamison finally got to 
share the fruits of their musical labors with an audience after over a year of not being able to do so. 

The orchestra, concert band, and jazz bands performed, using a protocol system that included 45-
minute breaks with thorough disinfection of supplies between ensembles, adequate distancing 
between players, a limit of two audience members attending per musician, and specific parking spaces 
for each audience grouping, all helping to make this a safe experience for everyone involved. 

COVID has made rehearsing ensembles in schools challenging. With some students attending every 
other day, and others not going into school at all, groups don’t get the experience of playing their 
music together most of the time. In preparation for this event, there had been initial plans for 
students to meet a few times as full ensembles to rehearse together prior to the performance. 
However, the rehearsals also needed to be outdoors and severe weather prevented this, so the first 
time they played together was on performance day. Weather was still a challenge that evening but 
they managed, using their feet to prevent their music stands from blowing over while they played. 
Kudos to these students and the parents who support them, as well as their teachers and 
administrators for making this happen! 

https://averillpark.k12.ny.us/news-archive-2020-2021/4813-aphs-holds-first-ever-outdoor-socially-
distance-concert 

 

Harry Corbin, a 9th grader at Christian Brothers Academy, and a percussionist and 
Board member in APCO, reports that his school is also planning an outdoor concert for later this 
Spring. During the Winter, CBA made a professional-level video of their music ensembles’ 
performance that was made available to parents so that they could hear the results of their young 
musicians’ hard work.  

Harry also mentioned that his rock cover band, called 10:01, is just starting to play some outdoor 
performances. They play classic rock and modern popular music, such as Jimi Hendrix, the Rolling 
Stones, and Radiohead, and can be found on Instagram @ten_o_one_band. 



APCO violinist, Shannon Gray, has been able to enjoy home performances throughout the 
pandemic, serenaded at times by her husband Steve, who plays guitar and sings, sometimes solo, but 
also in several local bands. As restaurants have gradually started to open back up, band members have 
been able to progress from playing separately in their homes to performing in public in outdoor and 
socially distanced environments. 

Steve’s country band, Whiskey Highway, is looking forward to performing in outdoor settings this 
summer, such as town parks and fairs, which are expected to be open this summer.  

Shannon reports that Steve “is also just starting up a three-piece rock band called The Incidentalz, 
a play on the pandemic directive that any live music can’t be advertised and can only be ‘incidental’ to 
the food being served. Shannon is looking forward to singing lead and back-up vocals on several songs 
with the group and will provide more information about upcoming public performances when the 
information can be made available. 

 

SPAC COMPOSITION AWARD NEWS! 
 
David Morelli, trombonist and flutist in the orchestra, and one 
of our new Board members, is also an avid composer. One of his 
works, titled Metamorphoses, recently won him a SPAC-sponsored 
Festival of Young Artists award and will be performed later this Spring by 
one of their groups, so congratulations to him for that! See the Troy 
Record article below for details:  

https://www.troyrecord.com/news/averill-parks-morelli-selected-for-
spac-festival-of-young-artists/article_abd22f18-8bee-11eb-9887-
eb56f4bf2832.html  

 

THE GILDED AGE IS COMING TO TROY! 
 
Some exciting news is that several APCO members and other local musicians have applied 
to participate as musician-actors in an orchestra scene in the upcoming HBO series, The 
Gilded Age. This scene is to be filmed in Troy in a couple of months, though they are still in the 
planning process and we don’t know many details yet. Look for more information in a later newsletter 
about where the scene will be filmed and when the episode in question may air! 

 
       



MEMBER PROFILE 

David J. Mitchell 

Instrument: Tuba, Bass Trombone 

How long have you been a member?  

I cannot remember when I joined APCO 
(remember I'm a tubist so I can only count to 
Ooom......). However, I am one of your board 
members. 

What made you want to join? 

Janine needed a tubist at one point and asked 
(through Bob Baum).  

How and when did you get into playing music? 

I started playing in fifth grade. We had to if we wanted to move onto sixth.  

What’s something that people might be surprised to know about you? 

I have been a professional musician for around 40 years and have played most band and symphonic 
genres. I still need to do a movie. 

Besides APCO, what do you like to do in your free time? 

Free time for me is usually hard to come by, especially during tax season. I usually work year-round. 

What's the best vacation you've ever been on? 

When I am able to get a vacation, we will vacation in a National Park right next to the beach.  

  

1David with the Bavarian Barons, a traditional 
Bavarian brass band. He's the one in the back with 
the tuba. 



COMPOSER’S CORNER 

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) 

Considered one of the “Three B’s” of music along with Johann 
Sebastian Bach and Ludwig van Beethoven, Johannes Brahms is 
considered both a traditionalist and an innovator of music. He was a 
German composer, virtuoso pianist and conductor of the Romantic 
period of the 19th century, composing works for symphony orchestra, 
chamber ensembles, piano, organ, and voice and chorus. 

He started with very inauspicious beginnings. The Brahms family 
lived in poverty in a crowded tenement on the waterfront of 
Hamburg. His father was a mediocre musician with the Hamburg 
Opera and his mother was a seamstress. What they earned was 
hardly enough to feed and clothe the family, and Johannes often 
went hungry. His school life was equally unhappy, but he did find 

ways to reveal his musical talent. He would make up little melodies and although he knew nothing 
about music, he invented a kind of musical notation that allowed him to put these tunes down on 
paper. His father noticed his musical interests and hired a local pianist to give him lessons, after 
which he was able to bring a little money to the family by playing the piano in disreputable taverns 
along the waterfront.  

At age 10, Brahms was taught piano by one of the best music teachers in Hamburg, Eduard Marxsen, 
and his skill developed rapidly. He gave his first piano recital at 14 with a program including one of 
his own pieces, but his extreme poverty made it impossible for him to devote himself fully to music. 
His parents disapproved of his early efforts as a composer, feeling that he had better career prospects 
as a performer. 

Brahms met the Hungarian violinist Eduard Reményi in 1850. Impressed with his gifts, Reményi 
invited the young man to tour with him as an accompanist. This tour brought Brahms into personal 
contact with some of Germany’s foremost musicians and won him powerful allies. Visiting Düsseldorf 
in October 1853, he was welcomed by Robert Schumann and his wife Clara, who were greatly 
impressed and delighted by the 20-year-old's talent. Schumann's accolades led to the first publication 
of Brahms's works under his own name. 

After Schumann's attempted suicide and subsequent confinement in a mental sanatorium in February 
1854 (where he died of pneumonia in 1856), Brahms based himself in Düsseldorf, where he supported 
the household and dealt with business matters on Clara's behalf. Clara was not allowed to visit Robert 
until two days before his death, but Brahms was able to visit him and acted as a go-between. Brahms 
began to feel deeply for Clara. Their intensely emotional platonic relationship lasted until Clara's 
death. In June 1854 Brahms dedicated to Clara his Op. 9, the Variations on a Theme of Schumann. 
Clara continued to support Brahms's career by programming his music in her recitals, and he relied 
on her musical judgment and counsel, which he respected profoundly.  



Between 1857 and 1860 Brahms moved between the court of Detmold—where he taught the piano and 
conducted a choral society—and Göttingen, while in 1859 he was appointed conductor of a women’s 
choir in Hamburg. Such posts provided valuable practical experience and left him enough time for his 
own work. In 1862, he paid his first visit to Vienna, meeting one of the city’s most powerful musical 
figures, Joseph Hellmesberger. After looking through Brahms’ Piano Quartet in G Minor, 
Hellmesberger declared, “This is Beethoven’s heir.”  

Having found success in Vienna, he settled there permanently. His first important success on a major 
work, A German Requiem (inspired by the death of his mother), was celebrated as a triumph when 
first played in Bremen in 1868, with Brahms conducting. This led him to complete his first major 
orchestral work, Variations on a Theme by Haydn in 1873, which encouraged him to finally write a 
symphony. He frequently felt the shadow of Beethoven hovering over him, which deterred him from 
writing in a form to which Beethoven had brought such grandeur. He labored over the official First 
Symphony for almost fifteen years, from about 1861 to 1876. Even after its first few performances, 
Brahms destroyed the original slow movement and substituted another before the score was 
published. 

An extreme perfectionist, Brahms destroyed many early works – including a violin sonata he had 
performed with Reményi and violinist Ferdinand David – and once claimed to have destroyed 20 
string quartets before he issued his official First in 1873. He was a simple man who brewed his own 
coffee, ate at modest restaurants, and always traveled third-class, even after he was recognized as a 
master and was surrounded by disciples and admirers. He worked hard, producing masterworks in 
every form of music except the opera. 

In 1886, he was elected a member of the Berlin Academy of Arts and made a Knight of the Prussian 
Order for Merit. In 1889, Hamburg gave him the freedom of the city, and in 1890 he received the 
Order of Leopold from the Emperor of Austria. 

Brahms was attending the funeral of his beloved Clara Schumann in 1896 when he caught a cold, 
which aggravated a sickness he had been suffering from for a long time: liver cancer. His last public 
appearance was on March 7, 1897 when he saw Hans Richter conduct his Symphony No. 4; there was 
an ovation after each of the four movements. His condition gradually worsened and he died on 3 April 
1897, in Vienna, aged 63. 

Selected Recordings: 

x A German Requiem: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4LEnLonY-zI 
x Variations on a Theme of Schumann: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cx9Tije-nwk  

 

 


