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By Ron Corbett

Voices unite to make music

It took less than an hour for a choir to come together in the banquet rooms of the Cartier Place Hotel
yesterday.

Nearly a hundred different voices, disparate voices that had never sung as a group before, and yet within
an hour they were making music.

Most of the people who had come to this workshop had never sung in public before. Amateur singers would
be a charitable phrase for them. You could more accurately call them in-the-shower-with-the-door-tightly-
closed singers.

Some professed to be even worse than that.

"l sound terrible even in the shower," said Ross Robinson, a 48-year-old public-interest researcher from
Ottawa. "Join a choir? When | was younger | couldn't even get near a choir."

Many of the people in this room had come today in one last-ditch attempt at learning to sing.

Others had come because of the movie Paradise Road, which workshop leader Martin Mead was instrumental
in writing and producing.

In the wordless, almost temporal, way in which this choir began,
there were indeed parallels to the tentative, underground choir
set up in a Japanese PoW camp during the Second World War,
which provides the plot for Paradise Road.

Some had come for more personal reasons. Mr. Robinson, as
it turned our, represented all three group.

"l was diagnosed with leukemia in April," he said. "I had a bone-
marrow transplant in July. My sister was the donor and she flew
over from Ireland for the operation."

He pauses then. It's a punch line he's rehearsed.

"She'd sing anywhere. I've come to see if I've changed at all
since the operation."

A friend of Mr. Robinson's has brought along a tape recorder,
and recorded his singing, and when he plays it back there is
little doubt.

"You can sing," | say.



Mr. Robinson nods his head.
"It seems | can."
And he smiles.

There were a lot of people smiling yesterday. As | said, in less than an hour a legitimate choir emerged from
this workshop.

And later that first hour, it got better. People started to improvise with their voices. There were soprano ftrills.
Bass rhythm triplets. A lot of clapping and dancing. It became a gospel choir.

In the middle of all that mayhem and confusion was Elena Blain-Ely, the 12-year-old girl | wrote about the other
day. | watched her singing next to her mother.

Have you noticed how children, when they get excited, scrunch their shoulders? It must be a reflex or something.
Their shoulders arch all the way up to their ears, their eyes crinkle, and they just can't stop smiling.

| watched Elena do that for an hour. Then | went and spoke to her during one of the breaks. She came running
to see me.

"l read what you wrote about me in the newspaper," she said. "That was so neat."
"Well, it was rather neat meeting you Elena. You made my story."

"l did?"

"You did."

Elena was in a Romanian orphanage for the first four years of her life. When she was adopted by her mother,
Patricia Ely, she was so withdrawn and alienated even the sound of the wind frightened her.

Today, she is an outgoing, vivacious young girl in Grade 6 at Audrey Moodie Public School, in a special class
for children with learning disabilities.

"| liked what you said about singing," | told her.

"That part about 'l feel rejoice?"

"That's exactly the part."

"Some people have told me | didn't say that right. | needed more words or something."
"No you didn't. It's the smartest thing I've heard in a long time."

"Really?"

"It's not even close Elena."

She scrunches her shoulders, gives me another one of her smiles --- the kind of smile that leaves me searching
for sunglasses --- then runs off to rejoin the choir.

| feel rejoice.

That's not a bad ending.



