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The New MexiChords practice Tuesday nights, 7 – 10 PM, at St. John’s United Methodist 
Church, 2626 Arizona Street NE, Albuquerque, NM  87110.  That’s one block north  
of Menaul and one block east of San Pedro.  We welcome guests!

2012 RMD Fall Convention: Beyond Ordinary

Other than on-stage, the Rocky Mountain District’s 
Fall Convention in Albuquerque wasn’t much to look at.  
But what attendees heard and did was extraordinary.

After all, 500-plus participants don’t make much of a 
splash in a 2,300-seat auditorium or in the Albuquerque 
Convention Center, where 6,000 can sit down to din-
ner.  There was more than enough room to share with 
a political action committee, an international education 
corporation, and two high school homecoming dances.  
Even the flashy tuxedoes couldn’t compete with some of 
the teens’ homecoming finery.

But matching the energy, edginess, and bite of those 
teens’ dance music while adding tight, dynamic vocal 
harmonies were Paramount, Bangarang, and Revolution, 
who scored bronze, silver, and gold medals respectively 
in the quartet competition.  Complementing the young 
quartets were the smooth, sweet precision, balanced 
voices, and subtle harmonies of senior quartets like  

Apropos, who’ll represent the RMD in the Seniors Quar-
tet Contest at Midwinter.  And Sound of the Rockies, 
even without choreo, blew the other choruses away with 
their push-beat version of “Steppin’ Out with My Baby.”

But at a barbershop convention, great singing is 
expected, even ordinary.  Unexpected and extraordinary 
were the stories of commitment and sacrifice overheard 
throughout the weekend.  Like Registration Chairman 
Don York’s story of a barbershopper who bought a new 
personal cellphone so he could scan credit cards when 
equipment on the convention hotel network failed.

Or the barbershopper who checked himself out of 
the hospital that morning so he could compete with his 
quartet that afternoon.

Or the barbershopper who chaired a convention 
planning committee, directed two choruses appearing 
on-stage, and medaled with his quartet.

see Extraordinary on page 2
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Extraordinary from page 1

Two of those singers were members of Duke City 
Sound, the convention hosts.  Under the direction of 
Bob Lawson, Shawn Mondragon, and Joe Vertrees, they 
added hospitality suites and more classes to previous 
years’ programs and orchestrated help from The New 
MexiChords, The 505 Chorus, and members of Sweet 
Adelines choruses Route 66 Sound, Enchanted Mesa 
Show Chorus, and On Q.  Then they took second place 
in the choral competition.  Not bad for a group of just 
over 30 guys, over half of whom served on the conven-
tion planning team.  

But what Duke City Sound did for the District only set 
the stage for what the District did for Harmony Founda-
tion International.  A donor had offered $75,000 if the 
Foundation could generate 100 new President’s Council 
members by year-end: minimum contribution, $1,000.  
Foundation spokesman K.J. McAleesejergins had spent 
the previous two weeks raising 23 pledges from three 
RMD chapters and challenged Convention attendees 
early Saturday afternoon to meet a goal of 40.  By “Show 
of Champions” intermission, pledges totaled 37.  When 
Sound of the Rockies took the stage, the Rocky  
Mountain District—which K.J. described as the largest 

Paramount advances from 7th place and Novice Quartet Cham-
pion in 2011 to third place in 2012 competition

Harmonikats tie with Short and Sweet as mic testers for the  
quartet finals (photo by Gary Cable)

geographically and smallest numerically of the Society’s 
16 districts—had grown 42 new President’s Council 
members, our single district supplying almost half of the 
entire Society’s goal.

The education corporation with whom the District 
shared Convention Center space that weekend  
occasionally sponsors a 10-week class entitled “Being 
Extraordinary.”  They might well counsel their attendees, 
“Be Barbershoppers!”  ♫

Becky Whalen ignores Gil’s surprise at her filing system at the 
convention registration desk

Rio Bravo “Don’t Know Why” they “Ain’t Got Nobody” in the 
quartet competition
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Competition 2012
Uncanny Consistency

In post-performance evaluations, music judge Kirk Young checks 
whether the chorus is watching or merely looking at Jamie’s 
direction

With more singers on the risers, a great summer 
retreat under our belts, and full tuxes over our  
cummerbunds, the New MexiChords were pumped as 
we mounted the risers at the RMD 2012 Fall Conven-
tion in Albuquerque on September 29th.  Tenor George 
Franklin had described the up-tune, a swing version 
of “The Way You Look Tonight,” as the most ambitious 
song we’d sung in years, and after an especially good 
rehearsal, Director Jamie Arrington had exclaimed, “That 
was awesome!  You got it!  Do it just like that in competi-
tion.  All you lack is consistency.”  

But repeating last year’s score is probably not what 
he had in mind.

“Wonderful gang singing,” complimented [!] Joe Liles, 
singing judge and New MexiChords 2011 retreat coach. 
“But you don’t expect evaluations to focus on what you 
did well, so let’s get to it.”

Elongate the vowels, avoid over-enunciating, match 
the target sound within the section, smooth the phrase 
rather than punching it, and ensure that the tune-up is in-
tune or even slightly higher (“5/16”).  But the suggestion 
with the most potential came from judge Kirk Young.

“Looking at the director isn’t the same as watching 
him,” Kirk explained.  Matching his direction ensures 
agreement, eliminates synchronization errors between 
sections, and is more efficient that the choir’s drilling 
individual phrases.  “When you join an ensemble, you 
release your right to individual interpretation.  Give up, 
let go, and trust your director.”

Fortunately, evaluations were conducted on the 
risers, where Jamie and judges corrected deficiencies 
rather than just talked about them.  So if practice makes 
perfect, just wait till next year!  ♫

All eyes followed On Q volunteers who shared a tag before  
walking New MexiChords through on-stage rehearsal

Not all challenges were musical for Richard Grady and Hal Ratcliff 
as the chorus donned full tuxes for the first time in years

No better way for first-time competitor Dan Baca to settle pre-
competition jitters than sharing a tag with Bill Lemen, Levi Tru-
jillo, and Gary Cable
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It doesn’t get any better than the New MexiChords’ 
2012 annual retreat.  Over 40 singers participated—a 
recent record--and high-school music educator, Storm 
Front baritone, and Sound of the Rockies director, Darin 
Drown, coached the ‘Chords through their competition 
songs and made time to share with The Serenader.

You do a variety of musical things: teach high 
school chorus, direct adult chorus, sing in a quartet, 
arrange songs.  What attracts you to each of these 
activities?

Overall I just love working with people.  I get a kick 
out of human interaction.  It’s even more fun when you 
see the light bulbs go off.  Working with different ages 
and walks of life is really fun since all ages can learn if 
they’re open to it.

Do the challenges differ?
Typically, the older the group, the more you have to 

prove yourself at the beginning.  Kids assume you’re 
the expert ‘cause you’re older, so they start like a house 
afire, and later in the evening, they get bored, or some-
thing else distracts them.   Evening is when the older 
groups get excited, after you’ve proven yourself.

Do you do quartets with kids?
We do lots of tags, but I try not to push it.  If the impe-

tus comes from them, quartets are more successful.
I read you got into barbershop at age 10.  How 

does a chapter integrate a 10 year old?
It does have to be the right 10-year-old, someone 

who’s totally in love with music and harmony.  Otherwise, 
it’s tough sitting through a three hour practice.  We have 
a couple of 10-year-olds in Sound of the Rockies who 
come with their dads, especially in the summer.

How do you know a kid is ready for a quartet?
Typically, it starts with a tag.  Barbershoppers want 

to sing with kids, so you find out pretty soon if the young 
person can maintain an independent sound and have 
enough resonance.  Those are the special few.

In all those years in barbershop, you must have 
seen some big changes.   Which have you  
applauded, and why?

I’m a big proponent of trying different types of songs.  
I love the old turn-of-the-20th-century standards because 
they work harmonically so well.  I’m also for finding 
songs the audience is familiar with nowadays.  Michael 
Jackson wrote a lot of good songs that can fit the chord 
structure.  The key is quality musical literature.

Darin 
Drown,  
2012  
Retreat 
Coach
Feeling Like Family

Is that “old fashion” or “old fashioned”?  Darin and Director  
Jamie Arrington check their arrangement

“Higher by 5/16ths!  Make the pitchpipe sound flat!”

see Darin Drown on page 5

So what’s getting your students excited?
Storm Front did a Beatles album, a great crossover 

project.  It appeals to the kids.
Which changes have you questioned, and why?
I don’t like shoehorning [barbershop] chords into a 

song if they aren’t part of the original arrangement.  If 
that changes the quality of the original piece, I get very 
uncomfortable as a listener.
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How do you go about creating and practicing 
your routines so they look so spontaneous?

There is some spontaneity every time because Jim 
likes to go off-plan and get us laughing.  It was a little 
nerve wracking for Jeff in the beginning.  But comedy 
probably takes about two to three times the preparation 
of just singing.  It’s a lot more work.  But we try to keep 
spontaneity onstage too.  It’s become a badge of honor if 
you can make a guy laugh during performance.

What’s been the most surprising thing to happen 
to Storm Front onstage?

Usually one of us says something unexpected.  But 
my favorite was the first time we sang “Lida Rose” on 
the international stage.  The routine was so new we’d 
practiced everything except falling backwards at the very 
end.  Well, three of us knew how to do a pratfall, but Syd 
didn’t.  And the first time, instead of falling and rolling, he 
fell straight back and his head bounced off the floor so 
hard you could hear it.  I couldn’t stop laughing.

Darin Drown from page 4

You arrange songs.  How do you decide what to 
tackle?

First, I really have to love the piece of music.   
Second, I’m usually attracted by a concept.  I just  
collaborated on an arrangement of “Steppin’ Out with My 
Baby.”  I wondered what it would sound like as a push-
beat song instead of a swing, back-beat song.  But I 
don’t spend a lot of time arranging.

How many workshops do you teach a year?
Weekend workshops?  Maybe three a year because I 

travel so much with Storm Front.
How did Storm Front get together? 

Three of our dads 
sang in the same 
quartet, so we knew 
each other growing up.  
I remember when Syd 
[Libsack, bass] was 
born—I was 10.  And 
Jim [Clark, lead] is my 
brother-in-law.  So the 
three of us are family.  
We found Jeff [Selano, 
tenor] about halfway 
through our journey as 
a quartet.  When we first 
got together, he didn’t 
ask about our contest 
or recording goals.  He 
asked what our wives 
did and what our kids 
were like.  So we knew 
he was the right guy.  
We spend so much time together that our families do 
too.  And I’d much rather sing with friends and figure out 
how to sing better than take four stellar voices and try to 
shape a quartet.

So we started in 2001.  In the beginning, our show 
was always comedy, but our contests were straight  
barbershop.  Some judges said our show was much 
freer and easier than our contest singing and asked why 
we were so careful onstage.  So in 2006 we tried taking 
our show onstage.

Is comedy a risk in competition?
It’s definitely a risk.  But when you get among the top 

10 quartets, you have to find something to separate you.  
Once we made it to that level, we could take a chance.  
And Jim is very Tim Conway-esque and very talented.  
The first time we hit a [comedy] homerun at Internation-
al, I said “I don’t care if we ever win, but doing that to an 
audience is what I’ll remember all my life.”  

Storm Front baritone focuses during a 
quartet evaluation

Darin, Richard Grady, and Bill Biffle treat the afterglow to  
“Bugler’s Holiday.”  Musical support by Levi Trujillo.

“Honest!” John Taylor promises Darin.  “We will give you a shirt.  
I just forgot and wore this one yesterday.”

see Darin Drown on page 6
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In several routines—“Lida Rose,” the car rou-
tine—you patchwork songs together.  Who arranges 
that?

Mainly me.  People ask how we come up with ideas, 
but it’s really a group effort.  A lot is just us acting dumb.  
Then Jim polishes it ‘cause he’s got a great feel for 
comedy.

Of all your accomplishments, what are you most 
proud of?

I think the “family feel.”  Whether you come into 
Sound of the Rockies or a high school choir, I want you 
to feel invited, not pushed away.  And friendliness is one 
of the hallmarks of the barbershop hobby.  It’s sad when 
we get so intent on sounding perfect we forget to be 
friendly.

So what’s next?  What motivates you at this point 
in your musical career?

For the Sound of the Rockies, it’s the gold medal 
and striving for perfection, to really inspire the audience 
every time we’re out there.  If you do that, you’ll probably 
do some pretty good singing and win a few medals.  For 
the quartet, it’s polishing the old routines as we come up 
with new ideas because audiences frequently ask for the 
routines they’ve seen before.

Anything to say to kids or young men considering 
barbershop?

Ring a chord!  Hearing a good quartet may convince 
you to give it a shot, but, especially for kids, this is a 
participation sport.  Help create that ring and you’ll  want 
to be a part of it.

Anything you’d like to say to mature men in ma-
ture choruses?

Sometimes we lose touch with the generations.  One 
of my favorite things about our hobby is we have young 
men standing next to 88 year olds.  It’s tough being 22, 
23, 24.  When I was that age, being around older guys 
was extremely helpful.  And having young guys in the 
chorus infuses enthusiasm. The older guys step up.  
“Stand on the risers for an hour and a half?  Sure, we 
can do that!”

So do you want to sit at home, watch TV, and die 
slowly or get on the risers, use your body, use your spirit, 
and try to be great?  ♫

Darin Drown from page 5 New Member

Dan Baca
Not doo-wop!   
Barbershop

Is Bill Biffle psychic?  How else could he select from 
a packed restaurant on Mardi Gras the one guy thinking 
about voice lessons?

“I was singing ‘Saints’ with the [Duke City Jazz] 
band,” said Dan, “and during break, Bill invited me to a 
Tuesday practice.  I’d never heard barbershop before--I 
thought it was 1950’s doo-wop!  But I was thinking about 
taking voice lessons, so it was a great fit.”

Dan had played mariachi and country on guitar and 
written some songs but never been in a chorus.  “Where 
I came from, you got beat up for being too musical.” 

Born into an armed forces family of 7 children, Dan 
grew up in Santa Fe, attended college in Texas and 
Virginia, polished his Spanish in Mexico, cleaned rooms, 
waited tables, and tended bar in Germany while traveling 
throughout Europe, taught English as a Second Lan-
guage in Costa Rica, and tried to break into music with a 
band in Austin, Texas.

“That’s a tough city ‘cause there’s so much live music 
in Austin,” he said.  “We heard more music than we 
played.”

But the travel paid off.  At the Kentucky wedding of a 
friend from Germany, Dan met Susana from Columbia, 
whom he later married.  They now have a nine-year-old 
daughter, Isabella, whom Dan describes as “a treasure.”

“She is such a great person,” Dan said of Isabella, 
“but she complains that my phone is always ringing.  So 
I’m borrowing time from my future to spend now.  I’ve got 
the rest of my life to work.”  After selling mortgage loans 
and residential real estate for 12 years, Dan manages 
his own properties.  And sings.

“The New MexiChords is the busiest organization 
I’m currently in.  If it were just weekly practice, I might 
get bored, but the retreat really got me excited.  I can’t 
believe people stay involved over 30 years, and it’s not 
even a volunteer organization—you have to pay!”

And Dan is just the kind of guy New MexiChords 
should invest in. ♫Midwinter.  Got tickets?
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New Member

Jerry Self
Golfing trio recruits 
quartet

When you golf alone and make up a foursome, you 
never know what you’ll get into.

“I was playing solo,” said Jerry Self, “and three guys 
asked me to join their group.  Immediately, one asked 
‘Do you sing,’ and they broke into ‘The Old Songs.’  That 
got my attention.”  

Luckily for the golfers—Oz Wehlander, Stan Hafen-
feld, and Jim Law—Jerry was looking for a chorus.

“My wife, Maralee, and I had thought about joining 
Quintessence at St. John’s or the Albuquerque Civic 
Chorus, which we’d heard a couple of months before,”  
but the golfing New MexiChords won Jerry’s voice.

Not that multi-part harmony was a new thing.  Jerry 
sang in quartets in high school.   “Six of us were pretty 
good at what you call ‘woodshedding,’ and usually four 
of us could show up.   But when the really good, true 
tenor wasn’t available, it was rough.” 

Jerry played trumpet and French horn but gave up 
the instruments to study theology and philosophy and 
earn a doctorate in ethics by researching how people 
use the Bible in philosophical arguments.  He pastored 
churches for 18 years before joining the Tennessee Bap-
tist Convention and later taught for the Southern Baptist 
Education Commission.  Along the way, he and Maralee 
sang in church choirs, and their biggest success was 
singing in a Nashville choir directed by music faculty at 
Belmont College.  Since one of their four children and all 
their grandchildren live in Nashville, they return frequent-
ly.  Jerry retired to care for his Dad, then moved to Albu-
querque where one of his daughters teaches school.

What does Jerry enjoy most? “I like teaching at CNM 
[Central New Mexico Community College].  I get many 
healthcare professionals—EMTs, nursing candidates, 
some potential administrators—who are serious  
students, and that’s very fulfilling.  But the thing I enjoy 
most,” he says, smiling, “is being a grandpa.”

Which raises the question: Besides grandchildren, 
who’s grandma singing with?  ♫

Retreat and Contest 
Lessons Learned
John Trestrail III

Darin Drown taught these lessons during the New 
MexiChords annual retreat, and judges reinforced them 
in their post-competition evaluations.  

• Inhale and “suspend” your breath.  Don’t bottle it 
by closing your throat.  Turn that breath around to 
tune or to sing.

• Stop the sound by suspending the air, not closing 
your throat.

• Tune--and sing—5/16ths of a note higher.  Make 
the pitchpipe sound slightly flat.  

• When you’re singing 5/16ths higher, don’t let  
others drag you down.  Make ‘em rise to you.

• Project your breath through the Director to the 
back of the audience.  (It has to go somewhere.)

• Unity trumps everything!  Spend 80% of your 
attention on the voices around you, 20% on your 
own vocalization.  Match the section voice.

• Spend 90% of your vocalization oooon the 
voooooowuuuuuuuuls, 10% on cnsnnts.

• Don’t over-enunciate or chew the sound.  Close 
your garage door.  

• Keep the phrasing smooth to tell the story.  Don’t 
punch notes.

• Sing from your heart, not your brain.
• Don’t just look at the Director; watch him.  Match 

his hands for tempo, his arms for dynamics, his 
face for emotion.

• Give up your individual interpretation.  Let go.  
Trust your Director.

• The first line of the first song sets audience ex-
pectations.  Nail it!  ♫

Holiday Shows
Nov 13, 6:30 PM—The 505 Chorus and On Q Chorus, 
Central United Methodist Church
Nov 17, 4 PM—Route 66 Sound, St. John’s United  
Methodist Church
Dec 1, 2:00 & 6:30 PM—Duke City Sound and Enchant-
ed Mesa Show Chorus, St. John’s United Methodist
Dec 2, 3:30 PM—Enchanted Mesa Show Chorus and 
Duke City Sound, Rio Rancho United Methodist
Dec 8 (1 PM, 7:30 PM) & Dec 9 (2 PM)—The New Mexi-
Chords, St. John’s United Methodist Church   ♫
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Before hitting the risers at the annual retreat, Jerry Self drives the 
admiration of George Franklin, Les Elmer, and Mike Eaton (above) 
while (below) Bill Biffle, Bob Duckett, and Gil Whalen offer Dan 
Baca little help with his putting

JC Preston hawks tickets at the 2012 
RMD Fall Convention

Tags

Arnold Cohen shares a tag with  
former New MexiChord Dean Crouse 
at the Atria Vista Retirement  
Community (photo by Billie Crouse)

Oz Wehlander leads woodshedders Jeff Click, Jim Gallagher, and 
Jerry Quintana in improvising harmonies at the AHSOW room at 
the 2012 RMD Fall Convention

The New MexiChords and Duke City Sound honor former joint-member Keith Pederson at his Celebration of LIfe     (photo by Celia Cable)


