Wllimantic O chestras A d and New
A Not-So-Brief H story

To followis the history of two WIIlimantic orchestras,
one founded in the early years of the |last century and
perform ng locally until outside forces subnmerged it into
the | arger eastern Connecticut nusical scene, and the other
havi ng begun subsequently in the 1970s and continuing to
thrive in essentially its original formnow in the present
21st century.

WIllimntic Orchestra One

The first "WIllimantic Orchestra" was founded by Mary R
(later "Marie") Blanchette, the daughter of a |ocal baker
and a recipient of formal nusical training in Europe before
returning to Wllimantic to establish her own nusic school
She al so founded her own orchestra and naned it in fine
classic style after Euterpe, the G eek nuse of lyric poetry
and rmusic. On 18 May 1921, the Euterpean Orchestra
presented its first concert at W ndham H gh School (I ater
to beconme the Kramer M ddle School) in WIIlimntic.

In 1931 the Euterpean Orchestra was renaned the
WIllimntic Community Orchestra and as such, continued to
provide WIIlimntic audi ences with one concert each year.
But by 1948 Marie Bl anchette's nusical energies apparently
were on the wane, and so she "appointed" Victor Norman as
t he new conductor of her orchestra. At the time, Nornman was
al ready conducting the recently formed New London Civic
Orchestra. Hi s acceptance of the assignnment in WIIlimntic
effectively nmerged the two orchestras, even though |ike
aggregations of players continued to performunder the two
different names in their respective cities. In 1952, the
board of directors voted to change the nane to the Eastern
Connecti cut Synmphony. This organization, created out of the
dem se of the first WIlimntic Orchestra and its sister
New London aggregation, continues to offer a full season of
concerts to this day.

WIllimntic Orchestra Two

The present WIllimantic Orchestra had its begi nni ngs
t hanks to another strong-w |l ed woman who was a mnusi ci an
living in WIlimntic. Sone tine in the late 1970's,
Desnmonde Ward Fiondella (known to all as "Desi")
establ i shed the Chanber Misic Society at Eastern
Connecticut State College (now University). The group
consi sted of both adults fromthe I ocal community and



col l ege students enrolled at ECSC. O course, by this tine,
as has been indicated, WIllimantic's only other synphonic
nmusi cal organi zation had | ong since di sappeared fromthe
| ocal music scene.

Appearing today in the printed progranms of the
WIllimantic Ochestra is a statenent that the "ECSC Chanber
Musi ¢ Society, founded in 1977 by Eastern Connecticut State
Col | ege musi c professor Desnonde Warde (sic) Fiondella" was
the forerunner of the present WIllimantic Orchestra.

Evi dence that Desi's group evolved to becone the second
WIllimantic O chestra is a "Prem ere Concert"” presented on
14 November 1980 by the "WIlimantic Conmunity Orchestra”
and " (sponsored by) the Eastern Connecticut State Coll ege."”
Printed in the concert programwas a statenment by ECSC
musi ¢ faculty nmenmber Robert Lemmons (sic) that "Desnonde
Ward Fiondella, . . . , established the ECSC Chanmber Misic
Society in 1977." This statenment perhaps serves as the
basis for the view shared today that 1977 was the year of
the WIlimantic Orchestra's founding.

In fact, Desi's ECSC troupe of |ocal perforners was
al ready presenting fully orchestral progranms several years
before the occurrence of the so-called "Prem ere Concert."
An especially interesting one is Desi's |last concert with
t he "Chanber Miusic Orchestra at ECSC," presented in Shafer
Audi toriumon 15 May 1980. Herbert Ward of the Honol ul u
Synphony Orchestra, Desi's brother, was a guest artist.
Wth Herbert on contrabass and Nancy Crane on viola as
sol oi sts, and with Desi conducting, the group perfornmed von
Dittersdorf's Sinfonia Concertante.. Then for the second
hal f of the program brother and sister reversed roles,
with Herbert conducting the orchestra and Desi as piano
soloist in a performance of Gershwi n's Rhapsody in Blue
Shortly after this spring 1980 concert, Desi retired from
the ECSC nusic faculty and subsequently relocated to
California, but not until WIllimantic |isteners once again
were treated to concert perfornmed by their second very own
"orchestra."

Subsequently, the conductors of the WIllimntic
Community Orchestra included, in addition to Bruce
Bel | i ngham Jane Carl berg, Nancy Crane, Edward Cerry and
Toby Tol okan. Frequently, nore than one of these conductors
shared the baton on a given program At the end of the
1985-1986 season, the WIllimantic Conmunity Orchestra
deci ded to hold conpetitive auditions for a new conduct or
with the result that Marshall Brown became conductor for
the 1986-1987 season. In 1987 the WIlimntic O chestra was



i ncorporated, with Scott Lehmann, Gus Mazzocca and nyself
as the incorporators. The 1987-1988 season was anot her
year of auditions with Francis Leger this tinme w nning the
conpetition. Francis stayed for two seasons and then

anot her round of conductor auditions ensued in 1990-1991.
Davi d Vaughan won that audition and, except for a
sabbatical |eave in 2001-2002, has conducted the
WIllimntic Orchestra every year since.
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