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Clare Stevens takes
a trip across the pond
to meet the Young
People’s Chorus of
New York City

‘ ome to the Manhattan Church of Christ, on East 80th

CStreet. between Madison and Park,’ said my instructions for
finding the Intermezzo division of the Young People’s Chorus of
New York City. Round the corner from the designer fashion stores
of Madison Avenue, it seemed a strange place to find a choir that
prides itself on attracting kids from the roughest, toughest dis-
tricts of the city. But the location has the advantage of being rela-
tively central, accessible by subway from the five boroughs of New
York from which the Young People’s Chorus (YPC) draws its mem-
bers. A more important point, perhaps, is that when YPC describes
itself as crossing cultural boundaries, these include class as well as
race — it makes a genuine effort to recruit from the private schools
of mid-town Manhattan as well as from the public (ie, state-run)
schools of the Bronx and Harlem.

YPC is remarkably similar in its ethos to El Sistema, the orchestral
training scheme that has been transforming the lives of children from
the slums of Venezuela through music for the past 30 years. The
chorus does not yet have a national reach — though some exciting
plans are in the pipeline — but for the past 20 years it has been break-
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indoors playing a piano purchased by his mother from the local
Salvation Army. Another safe place was the local church, where
Nunez became choir director and organist at the age of 14. At
school he found it difficult to get on with his classmates, who did not
share his desire to work hard or his interest in music, but his life
changed when he became firm friends with another pianist, a girl
who came from a wealthy Jewish family. ‘She lived in a doorman
building, something | always dreamed about. It was then that | real-
ised that music would be my way into a new world.’

When he graduated from New York University, Nufez knew
he wanted to continue to play the piano and compose, but he also
wanted to conduct and create a choir for children from diverse
parts of the city. ‘| took on an administrative assistant’s job at the
Children's Aid Society (CAS), one of the city's oldest and most
prestigious children’s charities, with the option to start a chorus
that would bring the children from various CAS programmes
together for the first time. The charity loved the idea. It was
serving at the time over 100,000 children in need, but had never
had a music programme. Most of the programmes were in very
challenging neighbourhoods, but two were in very affluent areas,
Greenwich Village and the Upper East Side. | ordered five buses,
hired local teenagers to assist me in picking up children and began
the chorus. | went to each location and met with hundreds of
children in after-school programmes, trying to convince them to
take a bus and join me in this new effort.’

The first rehearsal attracted 70 children; the second was down
to 40. But gradually the numbers began to climb again, and today
YPC serves a total of 1,100 children a year, in its own choirs and
through outreach programmes within eight New York City schools.
In 1997 it became an independent charity, separate from the CAS.
It has been resident at the 92nd Street Y for |l years, and at
New York Public Radio since 2003, and this year was appointed as
the first ever Chorus in Residence at Jazz at Lincoln Center’s Fred-
erick P Rose Hall.

The core of YPC's activity is the after-school programme, cater-
ing for around 300 singers in five divisions: Prelude (7—10-year-olds);
Intermezzo (10—15-year-olds); Cantare (advanced |1—16-year-olds);
Concert Chorus (12—18-year-olds); and Young Men (13—18-year-
olds whose voices have changed). My visit began with an hour at an
Intermezzo rehearsal led by Nunez's wife Elizabeth, who is a co-
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