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Together Again

Saline’s high school
fiddle ensembles merge.

Thc breakup was tumultvous, but the

reunion has been sweel. Ten years af-

ter the Saline Fiddlers Philharmonic
split in two, the high school ensembles
will reassemble as u single private non-
profit August 1. Soon-lo-he co-directors
Brad Phillips and Jimmy Whitman hope 1o
heal what they call a “culiural divide™ be-
tween the Saline Fiddlers and the Fiddlers
ReStrung on a summer camping trip to the
Irish Hills. There, thiny-four young musi-
cians will bond and prepare for the new
group’s first gig a1 the Saline Summerfes
on August 9 (see Events),

Cwrrent Saline High School students
are oo young 1o remember the split, which
grew oul of disagreements over ornganizi-
tional structure and creative direction,

The Saline Fiddlers Philharmonic was
founded in 1994 by then orchestra teacher
Bob Fhillips (no relation 10 Brad), The
ides, Bob Philips recalls, was 1o offer
“an extracurncolar o expand [students’ |
world beyond the classical music we were
leaming in orchestra class.”

The group split in 2003, in part because
school administralors’ requested that Ben
Culver resign as director. The Saline Fid-
dlers became an independent nonprofit
led by Culver, while Fiddlers ReStrung
re-formed s a school-affilimed nonprofit,
curremtly overseen by the district’s Com-
munity Education wnit and a parent advi-
sary board.

Brad Phillips, who was a senior in
2003, remembers the split as “a stressful
thing for students 1o see happen,”™ Skep-
doncing chorcographer Sheila Graziano
recalls being caught in the middle of an

“emotional” division; she ended up in-
structing both groups.

“Everybody had walid points,” Gra-
ziano says. “The group that became a
private nonprofit wanted to travel more
and farther, but that was (oo strenuous on

other families. Some liked operating under

guidelines that the school provided.

“Initially, I liked that oversight because
it provided security and structure, bui my
opinion didnt prove right all the time,”
Clrazino adds,

decided to do a jont performance for the
first time” in March. Thiz led (o disces-
sions ahout merging.

“We know there has always been some
confusion in the public's eve about, “Well,
which group is which? ™ says Saline Fid-
dlers booking manager Mark Visovatti.
“People call o book the other group, and
sometimes they just give up because it's
too confusing.”

As the two boards hashed out pros

- g and cons of merg-
‘I INgs pu h ing, some parents
in the private setting Both groups have fewer still had apprehen-
were so cool.” like  op Jopgs this year than in sions. Fiddlers Re-

lagt summer’s. tour
of Great Britain
She says the menger
“will bring & nice
balance back.”™

oth Eroups
have fewer stu-
dents. this year

than in the past. A
large number of mu-
sicians  graduated
last vear, bringing
the independent Sa-
line Fiddlers down from thiny-five stu-
dents to seventeen. Fiddlers ReStrung ex-
perienced a similar decline, and also has
seventeen members,

Saline High's swiich to trimesters
“makes il harder to choOse music as an
elective,” Brad Phillips explains. This im-
pacts both groups, because enrollment in
music classes is reguired to participate,

Community Education has been “sup-
portive” of the decision to merge, accord-
ing o Whitman, who directs the school-
based group. “l wasn’t involved in any
way in the split. so | felt like it was my
responsibility to mend some old wounds.
My first move was to gel on a good rappor
with Ben Culver and Brad Phillips, who
wis assistant director st the time, and we

the past. Saline High's
switch to trimesters “makes
il harder to choose music as
an elective,” Brad Phillips
explains. This impacts both
groups, because enrollment
in music classes 1s required
to participate.

Strung parents  had

“anderstandable
concerns” aboul
being absorbed by
the Saline Fiddlers,
Whitmuan says. “MNot
having oversight
and protection from
the schools, holding
on to the culture and
changing the name™
were  initial  fears
that lessened owver
time, he savs. *1
think everyone realized that we are simi-
lar, and this just means MOre resources,
opportunities for gigs. less confusion,
miote equipment, and 4 show of unity.”

The group will once again be billed un-
der its onginal name, the Saline Fiddlers
Philharmonic. “This is a merger of equals,”
Brad Phillips says. “We are already stron-
ger, and we're not even together yet. We
are back o the experience that T had when
the group was with founder Bob Phillips
and his wife Pam.”

“It makes us happy to see them all work-
ing together agmn,” Bob Phillips says.
—Jennifer Eberbach




