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ARTS& Dining

Congressional Chorus — 25 Years of Great American Songs
by Emily Clark

I

f you stay too long at a Congressional Chorus rehearsal, you risk becoming a hopeless groupie or
worse, a wannabe singer (lacking only talent and
sight-reading ability). Such is the infectious camaraderie
that governs the group, now celebrating its 25th year.
But scratch the surface of this party atmosphere, and
you ﬁnd serious, dedicated musicians brought together
by their love of singing and their devotion to American
music of all types.

Clubbing it at the Atlas

performance that was 60s music, and absolutely fell
in love with it,” Thompson recalled, adding that she
will “look for any excuse to sing.”
Ault also noted that “most of my friends are here
and we hang out together outside of the chorus.”
The rehearsal (and, in March, performance)
space is the hip, refurbished Atlas Theater on H
Street NE, where there is lots of room and a great
piano. Simmons—who has a near-encyclopedic knowledge of music history--leads the group
through wordless “na-na-na” singing of classics like
“Hey, Good Lookin’,” “Love Me Tender” and “At
the Hop.” The four-part harmonies ﬂow like water,
and there’s a lot of foot-tapping and humming in
the audience.

Chorus director David Simmons puts the singers
through their paces, preparing for the upcoming cabaret
performance in March. This year’s show, with the theme
of “Shake, Rattle and Roll,” highlights music from the
1950s, including rock and roll, country and early folkSingin’ on the Hill
revival songs, as well as movie tunes.
The spacious Atlas is a far cry from the early
This is the sixth year for the cabaret show, and the
past few years, every performance has sold out, even with years, when a small group of Congressional staﬀers
added shows. Each year, Simmons said, “we step it up a who liked to sing formed the Congressional Chonotch.” The show features costumes, sets, choreography
and cabaret tables to create a club-like atmosphere.
Brittany Thompson and Jessica Ault, both sopranos
and section leaders, are relatively new to the Congressional Chorus, but are huge fans of the cabaret show
and the dancing they get to do.
“Before I joined the chorus, I came to a cabaret

Artistic Director David Simmons

Last year’s cabaret: “Stompin’ at the Savoy”

rus as a creative outlet and stress reliever.
For the ﬁrst year, the chorus’ eight members had
to pay $10 a week to roll the one piano available on
the Hill into their rehearsal room in the Dirksen
Senate oﬃce building. They sang at lunch and often had to rush back to the Hill for business.
David Capes and Louise Buchanan have been
with the Congressional Chorus since its beginnings, watching it grow by a factor of ten into the
80-member group it is today.
Capes, who still works at the Senate’s Oﬃce of
the Sergeant at Arms, recalled the early years under
the late director Michael Patterson.
“We wrote a charter, solicited support in the
House and Senate and put on two or three concerts
a year,” he said, adding that part of the original mission was “to focus on American music and use the
Congressional Chorus for community service.”
In the early days, the Congressional Chorus
sang at nursing homes, homeless shelters and inner
city schools.
“We sang at a high school where
a student had been murdered the
week before, Buchanan said, “And
before it was over, the students were
singing with us.”
In its second year, however, the
Congressional Chorus burst into
the spotlight when it was one of
two groups chosen to sing at the
inauguration of President George
H.W. Bush.
“We sang ‘America the Beautiful’ as the presidential motorcade
drove up,” Buchanan said, smiling
at the memory.
Buchanan, formerly a staﬀer with
the late Congressman Jack Kemp,
said that today the three-year-old
American Youth Chorus is the chorus’ main education arm. That group
of middle-schoolers has performed
at the White House and will do a
jazz concert later in the spring.

A Loss and a Gain
The Congressional Chorus nearly disbanded in 2006, distraught over
the sudden death of Michael Patterson. Luckily, they decided to carry on
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and hired Simmons after he answered their ad for a director.
Simmons himself is a musician and performer who took a
circuitous path into full-time music education. He did a stint on the
Hill as a staﬀer for the late Senator John Heinz and later practiced
law for years before returning to
his passion for music. In addition
to directing the Congressional
Chorus and the American Youth
Chorus, he teaches music at a
Maryland high school.
Besides rehearsing for the
cabaret shows, the Congressional Chorus is also preparing for
its 25th anniversary concert in
June, which will feature two new
commissioned works. One of the
composers, Chris Urguiaga, a 20year-old Eastman Conservatory
student from Maryland, attended
the recent rehearsal.
Urguiaga was a ﬁll-in accompanist for a Chorus winter concert when he happened to mention that he also wrote music. By
happy coincidence, Simmons was
looking for a young composer for
the June concert and wanted a
piece with a positive message.
Urguiaga’s piece, which he
calls “an evolving work in progress,” is set to three Langston
Hughes poems.
The other commissioned work,
by Joan Szymko, is based on the
poem “Whereas,” which speaks to
the power of music to eﬀect social
change and is written in the form
of a Congressional resolution.
Tickets for both cabaret and
25th anniversary concerts are
available at the Congressional
Chorus website (www.congressionalchorus.org). The silver anniversary concert is June 2nd at
National City Christian Church.
Cabaret tickets for performances
March 22-25 at the Atlas Theater
are also available through the Atlas box oﬃce (www.atlasarts.org).
But don’t wait, as most shows sell
out quickly. ★
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