
During our fall 2015 and 
spring 2016 seasons, 
bcco will celebrate our 
50th anniversary. And we 
have much to celebrate: 

joyful rehearsals with Ming, breathtaking choral masterpieces, our loyal community of singers, 
growing audiences, dynamic performances accompanied by an outstanding orchestra and thrilling 
soloists, a conductor mentoring program that has brought us gifted young assistant conductors, 
highly successful composer competitions, and so much more. An exemplar of what a community 
organization can be, bcco remains true to its traditions of free concerts and of welcoming singers 
of all levels and experience, with no auditions. We firmly believe, as we have for 50 years, that 
everyone should make music!

Our plan for the year is to have fun, provide musical enrichment, and honor our past and 
present while looking to the future. There are a number of events that we hope you, our audience 
and current and past bcco members, will join us 
for. In November, we’ll host an open-to-all 
Community Sing of Benjamin Britten’s Ceremony 
of Carols, which will include a rehearsal and 
run-through of the piece, led by Ming and 
accompanied by harp and piano. If you haven’t 
had the chance to sing with Ming, this is a great 
opportunity to find out how much fun it is. After 
the sing, there will be a social gathering (involving 
food, of course) where we hope former bcco 
members will reconnect with their old friends and 
get to know current bcco singers.

In January 2016, our fall concert series will celebrate our musical past as well as the musical 
seeds that bcco has planted in the larger community. We’ll perform selections from our repertoire 
that highlight the eras of Eugene Jones and Arlene Sagan, bcco’s first two music directors, whose 
eras spanned 45 years. We remain grateful for Eugene’s founding vision and for Arlene’s fierce 
commitment to music as everyone’s birthright. We have found in Ming not only a music director 
who embraces our philosophy, but also a brilliant teacher who ever expands our understanding of 
the music and of what we can achieve. We are delighted that at our January 2016 concert series, Joe 
Liebling, former director of the Oakland Symphony Chorus and our devoted friend and conductor in 
2010–11, will guest conduct part of the program. The concert will also include  continued on page 2   

bcco’s 50th anniversary… interview:
bcco photographer 

bill hocker
“Who is that fellow always taking our pictures?” 
I was asked one day after a dress rehearsal in 
Hertz Hall.  “Oh,” I replied, “that’s Bill Hocker, 
the man responsible for all those magnificent 
photographs of our concerts.” You may not have 
even noticed him because he works quietly and 
he’s an unassuming, gentle man. Bill calls 
himself an amateur photographer, but his 
photos are of the highest professional quality.

Bill began taking photos of bcco in the 
spring of 2011, near the end of Arlene Sagan’s 
era. The husband of chorus singer Mui Ho, he 
was originally attracted to the space and 
architecture of St. Joseph the Worker Church, 
but he says that once he started photographing 
the chorus, he was hooked.  

Mui and Bill went on tour to Central 
Europe with bcco, where Bill took remarkable 
photos in every venue we performed in. The 
biggest challenge was St. Stephen’s Basilica in 
Budapest. Because there was no balcony, he 
struggled to find the right perspective on the 
chorus. Ever inventive, he shared a 15-foot 
stepladder with another photographer at the 
venue, a stranger to Bill and the chorus.

Originally an architect by profession, Bill 
began experimenting with photography in 
college using a big-format camera. He took time 
off to volunteer in the Peace Corps in Tunisia in 
the mid-1970s, bringing  continued on page 2   

spring concert series:

june 5, Friday, 8:00 pm

june 6, Saturday, 3:00 pm

june 7, Sunday, 3:00 pm

hertz hall, uc berkeley

bcco’s December 2012 performance in Hertz Hall
photo: bill hocker
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notes from ming:

Nothing could be 
more exciting than 
the bombastic 
slamming of the bass 
drum from the “Dies 

irae” of Giuseppe Verdi’s Requiem. Though this 
work is a warhorse of the symphonic choral 
literature, there is always something new to be 
found; masterpieces such as the Requiem have 
incredible depth of craft. 

While the Requiem is famous for drawing 
out the “Dies irae” sequence and depicting the 
day of wrath in incredible detail, the variety of 
tone and texture is sometimes overlooked in this 
spectacle of destruction. Verdi, primarily known 
as an operatic composer, brings his flair for 
drama to the Requiem text. As a result, he creates 
incredibly vivid scenes and depictions not only 
of the terror of hail and brimstone, but of the 
wailing and tears of the “Lacrymosa,” the joy of 
the “Sanctus,” and, of course, the ominousness 
of the opening “Requiem” movement.

As with all operatic tales, the genesis of 
this work had many twists and turns. Because 
the work was originally conceived as a 
collaboration in honor of the passing of Rossini, 
Verdi was to write only a single movement, with 

verdi’s
requiem

other composers contributing the other 
movements. However, due to squabbles over 
money and egos, that work was never realized. 
It wasn’t until the death of another great Italian, 
the poet Manzoni, that Verdi decided to take his 
already composed movement and expand and 
complete the Requiem by himself. 

As one of the most performed symphonic 
choral works, the Requiem has been performed 
by bcco several times throughout our history. 
However, we are bringing a fresh set of eyes to 
this performance, and look forward to 
presenting the Requiem to you.  —Ming Luke

50th anniversary, continued  
a new work, written for our anniversary, by Napa composer Kurt Erickson, 
winner of our recent Emerging Composer Competition. Also on the 
program will be special performances by our outreach group, the Berkeley 
Community Chamber Singers; the Berkeley Women’s Community Chorus, 
led by Debra Golata, a group bcco is proud to sponsor; and the Berkeley 
High School Concert Chorale, led by Steffanie Schaeffer, a chorus that bcco 
was instrumental in reviving. 

In spring 2016, we will perform Benjamin Britten’s War Requiem, a 
powerful anti-war piece that intersperses the requiem text with settings of 
poems by the World War I poet Wilfred Owen. It was written for the 1962 
consecration of a new Coventry Cathedral, which replaced the 14th-century 
church destroyed by bombs in World War II. The performance includes a 
large orchestra and a children’s chorus. Leading up to this concert series 
will be public events including a series of talks and poetry readings. In this 
effort we expect to join with a variety of community partners.

Finally, we are delving into our history in a number of ways. A newly 
formed archive committee is collecting photos, programs, recordings, and 
other memorabilia. If you have memorabilia to share (we can copy and 
return them to you), please contact Betty Pigford at epigford@gmail.com. 
And a bcco storytelling project (StoryChorus) will go online this June to 
showcase video and written remembrances about bcco as well as chronicle 
our 50th anniversary activities and highlight interesting pieces discovered 
by the archive committee. StoryChorus will be gathering stories through 
the end of our 50th celebration, in June 2016. If you would like to participate, 
please contact Nancy Sue Brink at NancySue@present-tense.com. 

More information about the 50th anniversary will be forthcoming as 
our plans become final. All the events will be free. You can stay in touch 
by going to the bcco website (www.bcco.org), or to the StoryChorus 
website (http://bcco50.org), which will launch in June, with new content 
appearing throughout the anniversary year. We look forward to 
celebrating with you! —Karen Davison

bill hocker, continued  
20 rolls of film that had to last for the better 
part of two years. He contrasts the relatively 
small number of photos he produced from those 
rolls with the 7,000 he now routinely takes in his 
travels, thanks to the digital age.  

Even with new technology, however, bcco 
presents some serious challenges, namely depth 
of field. Go to our website and look at the 
stately photograph of bcco singing Bach’s St. 
John Passion (http://bcco.org/st-john-concert-
photo)—all 200+ of us on stage in a large multi-
tiered arc, with every face in focus. Bill took 
multiple shots and carefully spliced them to 

create that panorama; if you hover your cursor over any face, it enlarges 
and pops into focus.

Bill’s talents don’t stop at photography. If you Google him, you’ll find 
a reference to “Wm. Hocker Toy Soldiers.” Since 1985, Bill has been 
creating tin toy soldiers painted in authentic period uniforms. His work is 
in the tradition of the renowned English toy soldier producer William 
Britain, Jr. Bill initially focused on the Victorian period, rich with colonial 
wars and strikingly colorful regiments, before moving on to American 
soldiers. He also began to assemble figures from the American West, such 
as kachinas, Buffalo Bill, Ghost Dancers, and gold miners (and yes, Mark 
Twain). His latest work focuses on “The Great War.” For over 30 years, this 
has been Bill’s passion and his profession. Treat yourself to an hour 
perusing Bill’s various web sites—his travel photographs, multiple years of 
bcco photos, and his miniatures—and I guarantee that you’ll find images 
that will capture your imagination.

And the next time you see a quiet man with a camera at our concerts, 
introduce yourself and thank him for gracing us with such a rich 
photographic record of our performances. —Linda A. Morris
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collin whitfield, 
accompanist 
extraordinaire
bcco couldn’t be happier that when Collin was 
seven, his Dad’s friend needed to get rid of a 
beat-up, 90-year-old upright piano, chipped 
ivory keys and all. Collin, having watched, with 

great interest, as his church music director played piano, was anxious to 
get his hands on the thing now sitting in his garage, but had to wait until 
enough of his dad’s friends could gather to finally move it into the house.

And so began Collin’s music career, for which we are exceptionally 
grateful. His beautiful piano playing, and his easygoing temperament and 
extraordinary patience (whether innate or learned by waiting for that 
piano to be moved), have made him a wonderful accompanist for bcco 
and a delightful addition to the bcco family. His love of a wide range of 
music, as well as his proficiency in playing anything asked of him, made 
him a favorite at our spring retreat.

Growing up in Rochester Hills, Michigan, Collin considered becoming 
a concert pianist, but by his late teens realized that while he loved 
interpreting music, he did not want to spend his life playing other 
composers’ works. He started composing his own pop tunes, and by age 
17 he was composing more serious works.

After working for a year as a high school choir accompanist and 
piano teacher, Collin chose to begin his college career at The San 
Francisco Conservatory of Music, where he is now a junior. He was drawn 
to the Conservatory by its notable composition faculty, including David 
Conte, with whom he studied for two years, and Mason Bates, his current 
teacher. He was also happy to make his collegiate home in beautiful San 
Francisco, where he serves as a dorm resident assistant and loves to 
explore the city and hike the many trails in the Bay Area.

Collin’s composing résumé is already too long to list, though he is 
only 22. Very recently, his composition “Echo” was one of three winners 
among 20 entries in an art song competition held by the Conservatory. 
Based on a recommendation from Nick Benavides, a prominent and 
prolific composer and recent graduate of the Conservatory, Collin was 
asked to compose a piece for the International Low Brass Trio. He is 
particularly interested in composing classical vocal and choral music, and 
hopes to also learn more about electronic music. 

Collin has been greatly enjoying his experience with bcco, finding 
the group warm and inviting. However, he says, it is not without its 
challenges. While he finds Ming easy to work with, he has to adjust to 
other conductors, too. During our all-day rehearsals, once or twice a 
semester, Ming invites a guest conductor to work with us for the day.   
This spring, we were thrilled to have Vance George work with us on 
Verdi’s Requiem. 

Maestro George is the much-recorded Grammy-award winner, and 
now emeritus conductor, of the San Francisco Symphony Chorus, who, by 
his own count, has conducted Verdi’s Requiem at least 100 times. The 
maestro humored and cajoled us to sing like pros: he’s demanding and 
funny and spares no words. After Collin had just played an almost 
unplayable section of the “Dies irae,” with very fast descending scales 
originally written for violins, the maestro stopped everything and turned 
to him. Knowing the maestro could be rather forthright, Collin had no idea 
what he was going to say. Maestro George looked directly at him and in 
his deep bass voice said, “I don’t think I have ever heard someone play it 
better.” Collin let out a sigh. We applauded.

Well-deserved praise. Keep your eye on Collin. He is just warming 
up. You can listen to several of Collin’s pieces on his YouTube channel 
(Collin Whitfield).  —Pam Miller

a perfect afternoon 
of beautiful music
Could there have been a more satisfying combination? A sunny April 
afternoon, two venerated musicians in partnership, a magnificent space, 
and an appreciative audience filling every seat. All of these were present 
on Sunday, April 19, at a benefit recital for bcco given by violinist Stuart 
Canin and pianist Janet Guggenheim, in a program of works by Kreisler, 
Elgar, Mozart, Beethoven, and Franck. The concert was held in the Chapel 
of the Chimes, Oakland—a visually stunning and acoustically magical space 
designed by renowned early 20th-century architect Julia Morgan. And 
what music it carried! Both our performers have established historic and 
impressive careers in the Bay Area, West Coast, and international classical 
music scenes. Their playing held the attention of every ear with its 
youthful vigor and compelling expressiveness. A festive reception 
followed, planned and staffed, as was the recital, by our chorus volunteers 
in true bcco style!  —Christian Fritze

it feels good to give back
From building risers to setting up rehearsal chairs, 125 of our 226 chorus 
members, almost 55%, volunteer to keep bcco running.

When asked why she volunteers for the spring fundraiser and to 
collect concert donations, Ann Hurley, a soprano, said, “Somebody asked 
me. I feel great because I’ve contributed and made new friends.”

“Volunteering for even a small job provides a deeper feeling of 
connection to our wonderful, joyous group, and gives a feeling of 
contributing to the overall success of our group. It naturally feels like the 
thing to do,” according to Roz Hardy, a tenor, who bakes cookies and 
brings concert drinks.

“I have a deeper sense of belonging to the chorus when I step up to 
help out, even in small ways. And they always need help!” said Chris 
Steers, a tenor. She has sold refreshments, ushered, and collected 
donations at performances.

Volunteering, like singing, builds community. And that’s one reason 
our name is the Berkeley Community Chorus & Orchestra. As Rebecca 
Karberg, a soprano who updates our Twitter feed, says, “It feels good to 
give back.”  —Julie Fryckman
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donations to bcco are 
tax-deductible!  

Please support us. Learn how at www.bcco.org/donate
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highlights in this issue:
■  verdi’s operatic requiem
■  interview with bill hocker, photographer
■  meet accompanist collin whitfield 

p.o. box 310 berkeley, california 94701-0310

return service requested

non-profit org.
u.s. postage

paid
berkeley, ca

permit no. 778

Join bcco’s 50th anniversary celebration during our 2015–16 season! 

   Quarter Notes is the newsletter of the Berkeley  
Community Chorus & Orchestra (bcco), a community 
arts group that presents free concerts of great choral 
music. Information at (510) 433-9599 or www.bcco.org.
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