	Music director? Me? What the hell is that supposed to mean? Call around and find musicians to play stuff that’s been submitted? OK, guess I can do that. At first, it seems like a dauntless enough task. Let’s see, we have music for


•	banjo and string quartet


•	plain string quartet


•	another string quartet, but written in manuscript by somebody with carpal tunnel syndrome


•	four violins


•	two violins, but with curious double-stops best suited to double-jointed players


•	string sextet and tape


•	flute and piano


•	clarinet, viola and piano


•	piano, violin and cello


•	flute, clarinet, trumpet, trombone, percussion, piano, violin, viola, cello, contrabass (oh?)


•	alto flute, Eb clarinet, tenor sax, bassoon, horn, tuba, timpani, percussion, piano, cello (eh?)


•	three flutes—C, alto and bass (oh really?)—two of ’em, and they’re especially gnarly


•	one bass drum/eight hands


•	snare drum, bass drum, cymbal, metal pipe and piano


	Plus there’s solo stuff for piano, flute, and percussion, and an historic tune for eight radios.


	Except for the historic tune, none of the others can rely on a sight-read for an adequate performance, so I’ll have to shop around for players. A premonition of impending disaster makes me think wistfully of the advantages of a gigantic record hop.


	The strings. Not being conversant in extended fiddle technique, I bundle up the string scores and ship ’em off to someone who is—the VCMX’s violinist. A week later, he emails me each tune’s rating in the Difficulty Department, and I realize I’d better start mining the Oswego Deluxe Philharmonic for talent. Among other things, he says


•	banjo quintet is too unpredictable in content to master without extensive rehearsals


•	carpal tunnel syndrome string quartet is long and complicated; would need detailed rehearsals and should only be given to pros


•	violin duo is hard (double stops and unidiomatic spelling) and, for the classically trained, probably ungrateful to play


•	“Uvas de le suerte” [flute, clarinet, trumpet, etc.] might be possible using symphony people and a conductor


	He further suggests that I contact the Vermont Symphony Orchestra to see what players might be available. I do, and get the names of four string players. I call the violinist. Not in. Leave a message. A week passes. Leave another message. Another week passes. Leave a third message. Still another week passes. Meantime, I call a different violinist. Not in. Leave a message. Someone gives me the names of Boston area string players. I call one. Not in. Leave a message. But she phones back within hours. Alas, she can’t do it but she’ll talk to local friends who may be able to play. I call the violinist from a NYC string quartet. He, too, can’t do it, but will contact other area string players. I leave another message for the second VSO violinist, a touch of perturbation working into my voice. Suddenly there’s a message on my machine from the first VSO violinist, who tells me that neither he nor the violist in the group will be around in last August. I call Baltimore, Albuquerque, Barcelona, Port au Prince, even Saskatoon, each with the same result – “that number is no longer in service.” Other telephone messages –all of them directed to recording machinery – follow.


	A few members of the Montpelier Chamber Orchestra have expressed interest in performing, but I fear they won’t be up for the more difficult tunes. I ship off the easy pieces to the cellist. He says, “OK, now show me the hard stuff.” So I do. I send him the banjo quintet. He quickly begs off, citing previous commitments. Three other MCO cellists follow the same route. I make more telephone calls—Middlebury, Craftsbury, Waterbury, Burlingtonbury—each with similar results: nada, niente, nichts. Two contrabass players are eager to play until previous commitments again rear their by-now anticipated heads. This goes on for 16 weeks.


	The other instruments. Well, enough of strings. There are other instruments to worry about. I quickly find a couple of willing percussionists, a clarinet and a flute. More telephone calls ensue, enough that I get a personalized Thank You card and a monogrammed soup ladle from my long distance carrier. Time passes. One of the percussionists discovers a previous engagement; the other simply ceases to return telephone messages. The clarinet worries she won’t have enough time to rehearse with the violist and pianist. She must be prescient—while moving furniture into a new home, the pianist throws out her back and is thenceforth unable to sit upright. And the piece for flute and piano? The flute player is keen enough to play it, but her accompanist says he won’t have time to learn it.


	(Record hop, record hop, record hop!)


	One of our headliner groups, VCX—i.e. Vermont Contemporary Music Ensemble (VCME) Extended—is eager to perform, so Dennis sends them a packet of tunes in early June. Two months later, the group’s representative alibis they can’t play all of the music; what should they eliminate?


	(Record hop, record hop!)


	A mere fortnight before showtime I finally cobble together a string quartet plus a third violinist and eliminate all but two of the string tunes. Attend a rehearsal. They’ll do. Ah, but the group needs a name. I take the last three letters of the players’ last names, put them into a cuisinart, puree for three seconds, and voila, Elmira Cipher!


	A composer from California phones to ask why she is no longer being represented at the OOF. What? Let’s see, she was supposed to have a tune played by VCMEX, but it was eliminated because she was also having a tune performed by the ... oh hell. The Vermont Youth Orchestra was to be a featured draw, but two weeks before OOF, the conductor regretfully had to bag the performance because he couldn’t marshal enough musicians. VYO’s music camp ends the weekend before OOF; the following weekend is optional. Being youths, many of them opted to enjoy an end-of-summer non-musical fling. So, no VYO. And no performance of tune by the Californian (or by others, including me). So I scramble to find a replacement. She has, she says, a piece for violin and piano. She could play the piano part if .... Fine. I’ll find a violinist. With a hundred dollar incentive carrot, I do.


	About this time, Dennis asks me to draft some quotes that performers might utter for PR purposes. My mood perhaps a bit tainted by performance discombobulations, I write:


•	Lowenstern is to a bass clarinet what a snake charmer is to an anaconda.


•	Margaret Lancaster is fearless. The only time I ever saw her waver was when she was performing Richelieu’s Concerto for Flute & Boeing 727 at 29,000 feet and her parachute malfunctioned.


•	Integrating cool detachment with blistering passion, Martha Mooke plays the viola as if she were two people in a canoe calmly discussing celery in the middle of a hurricane.


•	Eric Lyon says he credits his compositional success to a fear of shellfish for the first 30 years of his life. “My mother was the real force behind it,” he says. “She used to dress up in a hideous shrimp costume and terrorize me when I didn’t practice my piano lessons. When I finally moved out of the house at the age of 31, I was able to channel that fear into little compositional miracles!”


	Late word from VCX—they’ll play only half of the tunes originally submitted to them. To mollify the snubbed composers, they’ll try to program their tunes on future official VCME concerts.


	Even more difficult music by Clarence Barlow arrives from Germany. It costs 180 DM so we feel we ought to use it. I give two pieces to our local modern piano whiz. He accepts one, returns the other, which I mail to another interested party in New York. Sorry, says he, too hard to learn in so short a time. I hunt for interested players for the flute trios (C, alto, bass). The flutist from Non Sequitur is keen to play it; so is the Inextinguishable Margaret Lancaster of New York. But our local flute player examines it, pronounces it too hard to learn in so short a time. I contact another New York flutist, get down on my email’s version of hands and knees until she agrees to have a look at it. However, after looking, she concurs with our local flutist. I make more phone calls: Bombay, Honolulu, Vientiene, Irkutsk. “We’re sorry, but that number ....”


	The performance spaces. I reserve four Montpelier churches and the local high school auditorium, the only space in town large enough to accommodate the Youth Orchestra. Initial rental fees lurk between $50-100 per day, but as the date of OOF approaches, the fees become slipperier. (Two weeks after OOF, we have yet to be charged. Whether it’s because of Christian altruism or because they’re still toting up custodial overtime and property damage, we don’t know.) Bethany and Trinity churches may be used full-time, though Bethany has a Sunday service; Christ is Saturday-only; and Unitarian is a Sunday-only venue. If only it were that easy. Christ Church is double-booked with a cleaning crew wielding noisy, turbo-charged vacuum cleaners. Trinity, which wasn’t supposed to have a Sunday service, does after all. Two people sleeping in the church—the fittingly named Loons In The Monastery—are awakened by a mildly nonplussed pastor. He’d like the altar cleared of the computer monitors, audio speakers, cables, 30 boomboxes, scraps of cheeseburger and soda cans and assorted ancillary paraphernalia, and quickly, please, because the homily begins in an hour. Well, we—a small but frantic contingent of four—do. Thankfully, he allows us to stash the big equipment at the sides of the church. Mind you, a lot of the dismantled equipment must be remantled later in the day for subsequent performances. For other surprises, read Dennis’ tale.


	The dance floor. Two pieces in Bethany require a dance floor. Well, we aim to please, so I rent one. Black and white. 15x15. Two hundred fifty-eight seventy-five. Plus deposit. Payable in advance (that’s because we’re using the local arts council’s tax-exempt status, but a history of late payments by them has erased their good credit). Ten percent discount if you put it together yourself—how hard could it be? (Ha!) Before we begin to assemble it, one of the dancers notices the lovely hardwood floor underneath the carpet in the church. “Oh, we don’t need the dance floor,” she exclaims, beginning to pull up the tacked-down carpet. I’m too far away to stop her, and soon the carpet is de-tacked and rolled up. But, most of the carpet tacks and staples remain lodged in the floor. Dancer wants to pull ’em out, but I say no. Or rather, NO! The rented dance floor is summarily assembled. Actually, it’s quite attractive, and could, were it to become a permanent fixture, add verve to the services that typically take place here.


	The piano. The Bethany piano, say two of the performers who know it well, needs to be repaired and revoiced; another pianist has sworn he’ll never perform on it. Since it’s to be the main OOF piano, I explore rentals: $1,500 for a Steinway B; $1,300 for a Shigeru Kawai. But the Kawai dealer may deal. He’s eager to have his piano in the public eye, so a “this is a really swell festival with really swell piano players” letter is emailed to the North American rep, who underwrites $1,000 of the rental fee. When the piano’s delivered a day early, the movers are a man short, so I’m drafted as “Piano Mover Assistant, Class C.” It’s not so bad, though I do draw blood when I slam my shin into the piano-moving ramp. The instrument has been pre-tuned prior to moving, a novel concept, but the pitch seems to hold.


	The rehearsals. I wangle use of nearby Monteverdi Music School for the weekend and dispatch as many rehearsalites there as I can. Some, of course, want to rehearse only in the space in which they’ll be performing. But sound checks and other time management issues get in the way and, in the end, more than a few people complain they don’t have enough rehearsal time.


	The last minutes. Friday, 1 pm—the chill-out room (Trinity, 1st floor) suddenly needs a CD player, amplifier and speakers, so I disassemble my home system. But when I’m not looking, it’s cannibalized for use in the train station (Trinity, basement), so I race home and dismantle my synthesizer amplifier. Saturday, 12:45 pm—during the last third of the first Bethany concert, Ensemble Wireworks tells me they need a midi keyboard for their show, so I race home to fetch mine, missing the initial use of the dance floor; 11:30pm—one of OOF’s talent has appropriated the wrong room at the LaGue Inn, so I have to straighten out room reservations with all parties concerned. It’s no big deal; it’s just been a long day. Sunday, 1:45 pm—Ensemble Uh Maybe reports that their keyboard isn’t working and they need a midi synthesizer. Mine’s available, but, naturally, I took it home. So as soon as I see that Odd Appetite is properly set up, I race home to get it, missing their performance. Sunday, 10 pm—Tubaman wants to get his equipment out of Trinity tonight so he can leave early, so I unlock the church and help him lug his gear to his car. The elevator isn’t working, so we have to schlep everything down the stairs. The equipment is big and heavy, plus I’m missing Non Sequitur’s concert, plus he can’t recall how everything nests inside his car. I suggest a crowbar.


	The good bits. Because of the late cancellation of two percussionists, I scramble to find replacements. I find one, and volunteer myself to be the other. It’s been a long time since I’ve played ensemble percussion, and it’s exhilarating. I play bass drum on two tunes, but it’s as unlike marching band bass drumming as the OOF is unlike the Grand Old Opry.





