MacDOWELL MALE CHORUS IS “CRAZY ‘BOUT SINGIN’”

By Barbara Wilkinson


The audience at Northland Pines High School welcomed the Appleton-based MacDowell Male Chorus back to its stage on Saturday, April 17, 2010, with its performance “Crazy ‘Bout Singin’.”  Sponsored by the Headwaters Council for the Performing Arts, the vocal group of approximately forty-five singers of all ages performed music from crooning to Western ballads.  Under the skillful direction of veteran Allan Leicht, the chorale sang not only to celebrate life but to inspire its listeners and to share the joy of singing as well. By popular demand, it returned for the seventh year and quickly confirmed its long tradition of producing enjoyable music.


Crooning  “A Medley for Men,” the ensemble opened with that “soft personal style” highlighting tenor Robert Schwandt as the featured vocalist.  The Medley included Three Coins in a Fountain and Shangri-La, bringing the music of Frank Sinatra and Bing Crosby to life.  The group blended its four-part harmony well while the piano accompaniment of Jon Richle was perfect for the ambience of the moment.


The first “hit” song introduced on television. I Believe, was admirably performed as the combined group captured the audience by singing as one voice.  Adding a clarinet accompaniment to The Water Is Wide, the voices carried through with clarity and depth.  Tenor Al Schmidt performed a fine solo in the timely selection of People of the Earth, but the group was not so harmonious its adaptation of In the Still of the Night.  The singers concluded this era of song with a livelier Save the Last Dance For Me and a good baritone solo by Andy Van Heerwynen.


At the close of the first section, tenor Brian Hallman was featured as soloist in a Medley of Johnny Cash songs.  Although his voice was too high for Cash’s deep rich notes, Hallman brought some effervescence to the tunes and carried through the famous singer’s profound sense of pain and intimacy.


The second part was comprised of sacred music and therefore relatively subdued;  yet it featured a number of fine solos.  Tenor Jeremy Griesel admirably sang Keep Your Lamps Trimmed and Burning with the backing of the ensemble; much of this poignant selection was performed a cappella.  The tenor solo by Don Steudel in Lay Up Your Treasures in Heaven was flawlessly executed and an inspirational rendering of St. Francis’ Instrument of Peace was nicely presented by baritone Paul Schley.  But the highlight of the evening was the old favorite Sweet Hour of Prayer that was  skillfully and powerfully delivered by tenor Fuzzy Wieting and baritone Tom Mullins.    

The final section included a Medley of Western Songs combined with selections of country and folk tunes that stimulated the audience to join the singers by keeping time to the music.  Donned in red vests and kerchiefs, the ensemble returned to the stage and belted out a lively Home on the Rang and an invigorating Come a Tiyi Yippy Yippi Yea that changed the ambience for the remainder of the evening.  That introduction led to a riveting What Shall We Do with a Drunken Sailor? when the audience joined in the merrymaking.  Baritone Steve Parker, clad with hiking attire and backpack, along with tenor Glen Griesbach, carrying a suitcase with decals from all over the world,  joined in a festive version of I’ve Been Everywhere with a lively choral backup.  These humorous interludes brought laughter from the audience and another  chance to participate with the chorus.  The choir concluded with an emotional rendering of This is My Country, triggering a standing ovation from the crowd.


It is always good to welcome our old friends back to the Eagle River stage.  Thanks to the Headwaters Council for the Performing Arts for bringing a little tradition back to the North Woods.    

