MCA National Awards for Community Groups

1.Why we started:

Sydney Harmony Inc was started in May 1999 with the merger of two established, male a cappella Barbershop Harmony singing groups in the Sydney metropolitan area. The groups were merged in the belief that a larger group would be able to produce a more professional sound and improved presentation of the close four-part harmony that we sing. We wanted to strive for the highest standards of performance within the Barbershop Harmony community. In addition, we saw potential financial benefits from economies of scale in order to support what is normally a high operating cost programme of attracting members, improving existing and new members’ singing skills and performing publically. . 

Above all, we wanted to provide a challenging and fun hobby for men of all ages in the community attracting members who did not necessarily read music or sight-sing but were able to carry a tune and accept a commitment to continuous improvement. An important outcome of providing such a programme was to be an improvement in physical fitness, mental health and general well-being of all members.

2. Our Program in Brief:

Barbershop music is a unique style of a cappella 4-part harmony When all 4-parts in a quartet or chorus are in perfect balance, a “ringing” or overtone sound is produced. which creates the joy for singers and audience alike. Barbershop music is also about presentation for which stage props and precise choreography are used to enhance the song’s message and entertainment value. 

Sydney Harmony members are amateur singers from all walks of life with a range of ages from 17 to over 75 years. Our members are selected on the basis of  ‘commitment to excellence’ and willingness to improve themselves, and each member undergoes ongoing assessments by our own musical director accordingly. We rehearse once per week for three hours in the evening. We also run weekend workshops prior to conventions and concerts. This effort culminates in competition every two years at the national Barbershop convention where we are judged on vocal, musical and presentation skills.  

We have great fun expressing ourselves through music and public performances. In the process, we develop camaraderie; we improve our general wellbeing, we enrich our families and we add to community life by attracting more people to singing.
We are self-funding primarily through membership subscriptions. We raise additional funds through our annual concert, through public performances with other singing groups and through other performances at special public and private occasions throughout the year. Such income is used for funding extensive running costs that include payment of venue hire, musical director’s fees, coaching from both local and international visiting directors, and subsidies of members’ uniforms and musical equipment such as keyboards, new music scores and teaching MP3 recordings.

3. Improving Community Life:

In many Australian states, more young people are singing barbershop. In fact, in Victoria, barbershop is part of the music curriculum in some schools. A youth quartet from New Zealand competed in the USA’s prestigious collegiate championships, and won last year. Moves are afoot to emulate this success in Australia. Our national body, the Australian Association of Men Barbershop Singers (AAMBS) has just released a formal program to introduce Barbershop to more schools. We have recently approached the Chatswood High School about this programme, following the participation of their Jazz Ensemble in our annual concert at norths Leagues Club last August.

Our members take every opportunity to talk up the benefits of singing to their contacts in their business and social communities. Members have also been distributing a new flyer that promotes the health benefits of singing. Members do mail drops and display the flyers on community bulletin boards especially in local libraries and community centers. Some hand out flyers where there is high-density pedestrian traffic especially during rush hours. We target members of the North Sydney community since we rehearse in Cammeray at norths Leagues Club..
We have sung for little or no fee at Charity concerts. We donate to charities when we can, the last instance being a donation to the Victorian Bush Fire Appeal via the norths Leagues Club. We were a sponsor of Chatswood High School’s Band trip to Europe this year. 

What do our own members get from belonging to Sydney Harmony? Here are some of their comments:

· "I'm hooked for life. Finally I've found a pursuit that truly lights up my soul. The benefits are many: A wonderful sense of community, the opportunity to 'perform' and to express the music in my soul, and - most importantly - the ability to create harmony - in every sense of the word. I'm only grateful that I "discovered" Barbershop while I'm still reasonably 'young'."  

· "Sydney Harmony provides me with enormous interest, camaraderie, challenge, fun and relaxation. Singing and bringing happiness to the community in the process is a worthwhile pursuit. I’m proud to be a contributing member of a group that strives for excellence."

· “I am a member of Sydney Harmony because I enjoy singing, love Barbershop harmony and I believe that if anything is worth doing at all it is worth doing properly. Sydney Harmony strives to continuously improve their singing, so it continually becomes more enjoyable to be a part of."  

· "Embraced unconditionally by a brotherhood of sensitive caring guys and belonging to a unique worldwide society helps define my identity. Receiving 1st class singing instruction is a fortunate privilege but making beautiful music for an appreciative audience is the ultimate in aesthetic self-satisfaction."

· "I love to sing four-part harmony in a big choir of good quality singers. I like the bonhomie of the Sydney Harmony group and the teamwork involved in putting on a good show, the Dedicated Leadership, Specialised Musical Instruction and Interpretation, Encouragement for Continuing Improvement, Camaraderie with Fellow Singers, Appreciation of the Value of Unity and Uniformity of Sound."
  

· "If you had asked me a couple of months ago what my feelings for Sydney Harmony were, I would probably have said that singing has always been a very big part of my life and that I really enjoyed being part of SH. Six weeks ago everything changed and realised that I had an extended family. The way that the guys have supported me over these last few weeks has opened up a new insight into friendship, brotherly love and camaraderie. I feel that I have a second home."  

· "So, what do I get - apart from a headache roughly every other week? My constitution just doesn't quite cope with a full on working Monday, a dash to quartet practice and an intense rehearsal till late then an early start on Tuesdays. So something must make me continue doing it. It is... “The Twinge”. That magical combination of pure harmonies and musical expression, which simultaneously bring elation, prickles up the spine, and tears to the eyes. Something connects in those moments, with my family and childhood musical experiences. I like two forms of it - big and powerful, and delicate crystal. In SH and a quartet I get both!"

And here are some comments from patrons and guest performers who have joined us in concert:

 * “After not having heard the Sydney Harmony Choir for some time, I was very impressed                with the improvement of the Choir under the leadership of Vicky Dwyer”.

       * I enjoyed the concert very much - if anything, the program was a little long.

       * "It was great to be able to finally make it to one of your concerts to see what you’ve been up to the last few years – well, quite a few – and now I understand why you’ve been so devoted to it, and also why you must enjoy it so very much. You’d really have to be dedicated to the discipline to get to the standard you guys are singing at. I hope you still have “Shanandoah” (can’t spell it) on your repertoire – I did love that recording! And I enjoyed the concert a lot! What a luxury to watch all those people making beautiful sounds for an afternoon. Though I think the quartets could have taken the cue from their more modest hosts and cut down their sets by one or more songs each, good as they were"

       * “Thank you again for asking us ..... it was a pleasure to perform in front of such an enthusiastic crowd ..... the choir really performed very well ..... and there is a terrific synergy in the choir’s performance. Congratulations to all.”

       * “I just wanted to pass on my congratulations on such a wonderful concert on Saturday night!! My friends & I enjoyed it immensely! It was difficult to say what performers I enjoyed the most - they were all outstanding! Being a Christian, I also greatly appreciated the Christian songs that were chosen, especially your rendition of It Is Well With My Soul. I always felt it needed a good male section to really make it sound great, so to hear an entire male choir sing it was just sensational!! So congratulations once again on a job well done!! I look forward to attending your concerts in the future”.

      * “Thank you very much for the wonderful concert, which we enjoyed very much! Surprised Sydney Harmony isn't doing concerts far more often, with the amazing professionalism on display......”.
4. Recent Past:

Our program has strengthened over the past three years by:

1. Obtaining the services of a new Musical Director, Vicki Dwyer. Vicki is the second Musical Director since the merger in 1999 and came to the Chorus with an impressive musical and singing teaching background.

2. The  ‘Sing in Harmony’ Course

3. Our hosting of the 2007 national barbershop convention at Darling Harbour in Sydney.

4. Participation at the Pan Pacific Barbershop Convention in Hawaii.

5. voices@norths public concerts.

6. Participation in the McDonald’s Performing Arts Challenge

7. We celebrated our 10th Birthday last May.

1. Vicki Dwyer has completed formal studies in piano, singing and dance through the Australian Music Examinations Board, Trinity College (London) and RADA.  
In 2001, Vicki was appointed as a “Certified Director” in Sweet Adelines International, and she is the current Director of the Circular Keys Barbershop Chorus, a position she has retained in addition to her post at Sydney Harmony. Vicki is in demand as a Barbershop coach throughout Australia, and teaches piano and singing at her private studio.  
Vicki first joined Circular Keys in 1996 and soon was enlisted as Lead Section Leader and as the Choreographer for the Chorus.  In 1999 she moved with her family to San Francisco and joined the Lead Section of the Bay Area Showcase Chorus (BASC) in SAI Region 12.  She was soon promoted to Assistant Director, Lead Section Leader and a member of the BASC Music Staff.  During that period, she also sang Lead with the Quartet Cat's Pajamas, who competed successfully in the SAI Region 12 competition.  In March 2000, BASC won first place in the Region 12 Chorus Competition, qualifying them to compete at the 2001 Sweet Adelines International Convention in Portland, Oregon, where they achieved International 5th place (still their highest achievement!).
During her time in the USA, Vicki participated in the SAI Director Certification Program and the Regional School for Directors and Assistant Directors.  She was also active in teaching the barbershop craft to secondary school students in the Santa Clara Schools District and contributed to the Regional “Young Women in Harmony” program.  In September 2003, Vicki was honoured to be one of only six directors from around the world to be invited to direct at the Massed Sing in Phoenix during the Sweet Adelines International Convention.

2. We have been running a ‘Sing in Harmony Courses’ each year to attract members of the community to singing and in particular to joining the Chorus.

Course details were distributed by flyers, newspaper ads and PR. The following is a précis of the course.

“SING IN HARMONY: For men with a yen to:
*Sing in a choir
*Sing with a talented group of singers
*Sing a wide range of musical styles 
*Sing in quality public performances
*Sing in four-part harmony
An Introductory Harmony Singing Course will be held on six consecutive Monday evenings from Monday 16th February 2009 at norths club, Abbott St. Cammeray.This is the 3rd Annual Course and it provides an excellent opportunity for men of all ages to try their hand at harmony singing. At the end of the course you will be invited to sing in a concert in the club for a public audience.
   
The total course cost is only $60 - remarkably good value for 18 hours of tuition. There will be no auditions or embarrassing solos, and the emphasis will be on you having fun with no undue pressure to perform. 
You do not have to be a great singer to join this successful group – our singers are average blokes with average voices who enjoy singing harmony. At minimal cost our singers enjoy three hours of training every week under our inspiring Musical Director Vicki Dwyer, a professional music teacher & successful chorus director. We provide learning materials like MP3s for each vocal part that are easily downloaded from our website by members. 
You do not have to read music to sing with Sydney Harmony although it certainly does help to have some musical knowledge. You just need to be able to hold a note, listen often to the teaching MP3s before rehearsals, and be prepared to listen and watch closely when you are up “on the risers”.
To register, click on the link below to send us an e-mail with your name, mailing & e-mail address, and we will get back to you with more details. Tell your friends about the course. 
If you love music, and would like to sing with a great male chorus, come along in February - you will enjoy yourself and we hope you will want to come back for more.”

In the final analysis, we attracted an average of 25 starters for each of these courses. A small number stayed with us at the end of 6 weeks, the rest most likely took what they learned back to their own choruses. In any event, the courses have given men a better appreciation of harmony singing and the motivation to stay with it no matter which chorus they ended up with.

3. We hosted the 2007 national barbershop convention at Sydney’s Darling Harbour Convention Centre. Some 800 delegates attended this bi-annual event. There was a public concert at the conclusion of the convention and some 1,600 seats were sold. We basically filled the convention centre with song over 3 days, and made the general public more aware of the beauty and benefits of barbershop music. We used the bulk of the proceeds to subsidise Sydney Harmony’s trip to the Pan Pacific Barbershop Convention in Honolulu last year.

4. We participated in the 2008 Pan Pacific Barbershop Convention in Honolulu Hawaii. Our members were highly motivated by our very first trip overseas. It was an excellent opportunity to test ourselves against strong competition from Pacific Rim countries including the USA, Japan, Canada and New Zealand. 

5. We held annual concerts at norths Leagues Club that attracted club members and members of the North Sydney community. The norths marketing group were especially helpful with advertising to its own members. One of our reasons for holding the concert at norths was to attract club members to singing as an additional hobby. Another reason was the low cost of this venue, which allowed us to keep ticket prices low, offering he chance for more people to hear us perform. We also use this concert to distribute flyers about the benefits of singing with Sydney Harmony. 

6.The McDonald’s Performing Arts Challenge is now part of our annual events calendar. Our members are given the opportunity to test themselves against choruses outside the barbershop community and to become more familiar with other genres of singing and standards of excellence. This eisteddfod is highly patronized by the public and therefore displays the Barbershop genre as an alternative hobby for potential singers.

7.  We passed an important milestone in our history, becoming 10 years old on the 24th May this year. We celebrated with an afternoon barbeque and all former members were invited to attend. One of these gentlemen has rejoined the chorus. We are proud to have a competent organization that continues to offer an opportunity for male members of the community to have fun, relaxation and challenge through Barbershop harmony singing.
5. Future

We would use the prize money to help make February 2010’s ‘Sing in Harmony’ course more attractive throughout the community. We would be better able to publicise the course with the aid of PR and targeted media advertising in community radio and newspapers. The ‘Sing in Harmony’ course has proven itself as a way to get more people singing. We’d like to be able to make the course better patronized and prize money would facilitate this.  

