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By LISA M. BASILE
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

SCOTCH PLAINS – Since its
inception eight years ago, a senior

citizen performance group from Evan-
gel Church in Scotch Plains, has en-
tertained and inspired members of
senior citizen and nursing homes, as-
sisted living centers, churches, and
more than 100 various other locations
in and around Union County.

Ginney McKenney, who, in addi-
tion to writing and presenting the
narration for their current presenta-
tion, also produced “Celebration”,
founded the Golden Lights. He is the
former mayor of Roselle Park and a
former member of the Union County
Board of Chosen Freeholders.

The group originally had 25 mem-
bers, but has since changed over time.

“We lost some members… some
passed away. But now we have 35 (in
the group),” Tornquist told The
Westfield Leader and The Scotch
Plains-Fanwood Times.

Participants in the Golden Lights
either attend Evangel Church, or are
regular parishioners.

Tornquist said, “There is no audi-
tion process…they just need to be
able to carry a tune.”

The group is motivated to enlighten
others with their free programs, truly
caring about their performances and
audience. They receive a small bud-
get from their church along with
some donations, which are always
welcome.

The group colors the lives of the
people they visit with their energy
and festive apparel, often seen wear-
ing Easter bonnets or green derby
hats, along with crimson vests.

Currently and throughout the year,
the ensemble offers its new presenta-
tion and fourth program entitled,
“Celebration,” which weaves humor,
spirit, and patriotism throughout their
presentations, along with secular
songs, songs that observe many holi-
days, duets, solos, and patriotic skits.

While the Golden Lights gener-
ally perform two shows per month,
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HORN HERALDER…Paul
Gunderson would not want to toot his
own horn, but the good deeds done by
The Golden Lights make them shine.
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JOYFUL REHEARSAL…Every rehearsal is merry and bright for The Golden
Lights ensemble of Evangel Church in Scotch Plains, as singers practice to raise
their voices and some spirits.
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By MICHELLE Le POIDEVIN
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD – Somewhere be-
tween soothing and diapering 7-
week old Colman and occupying
the active, exploratory imagina-
tion of Luke, who will turn 2 in
January, Maureen Francis Scanlon
would not seem like your average
soprano or opera star.

That is because she exceeds the
average. One of Westfield’s new-
est residents, Francis has kept au-
diences entranced at Carnegie Hall,
the National Cathedral in Wash-
ington, D.C. and Rome’s Festival
Lecco near Milan, Italy before ever
entertaining the idea of mother-
hood.

In fact, when she auditioned for
the role of “Rosina” in Il Barbiere
di Siviglia for the festival near
Milan, she didn’t realize she was
pregnant with Luke. When she took
the festival stage that summer in
2001, she was “kind of showing.”

“I guess you could say that I
made my European debut preg-
nant,” laughed Francis Scanlon dur-
ing an interview with The Westfield
Leader and The Scotch Plains-
Fanwood Times last Friday. Ironi-
cally enough, and much to the
challenge of the costumers, she
portrayed a 15-year-old virgin in a
New Orleans production of Il
Barbiere di Siviglia when she was
seven months pregnant with Luke.

Motherhood and music did not
always seem like the perfect mix,
Francis Scanlon admitted. Until
she noticed at an audition, three
weeks after Luke’s birth, that her
voice was “richer and darker.”
Something had changed and her
voice was even better than before.

“It opened up my voice,” she
related, adding that, as a mother,
she feels less pressure going into
interviews and on auditions. The
biggest hurdle, however, has been
trying to find a trustworthy, reli-
able babysitter to allow her the
flexibility often demanded by her
career.

Most women in her position,
without children, would need to
clear their schedules for 10 weeks
to a month in order to pursue larger
opportunities. However, Francis
Scanlon is content performing at
concerts and oratorios, such as the
upcoming New Year’s Eve con-
cert, “Fascinatin’ Rhythm: A Cel-
ebration of Gershwin & Porter
Classics” planned by the Westfield
Symphony Orchestra.

“But, I gave it to God,” she said.
“And, when you let go, that’s when
things really do take over.”

Now, besides juggling Luke and
Colman (the name means “little
dove” in Gaelic), Francis Scanlon
can handle one to two rehearsals or
one to two performances, and travel
has been cut down considerably.

Francis Scanlon’s first micro-
phone was the tube of her mother’s
vacuum cleaner.

“I would put on shows,” the so-

prano told The Leader/The Times,
“and took piano lessons through col-
lege.”

Francis Scanlon was born in Pitts-
burgh, Pa. and attended The Catholic
University of America in Washing-
ton, D.C., where she met her hus-
band, Michael, a Philadelphia na-
tive. When about 40 other girls audi-

tioned for a college production, “on
a fluke” Francis Scanlon joined a
friend in giving musical theater a
whirl. Maybe she would get a small
part. Instead, she was tapped for one
of the lead roles. Bit by the acting
bug, she decided to study musical
theater and obtained a Bachelor of

Music degree in Vocal Perfor-
mance.

After Catholic University, she
moved to New York, but chose
Temple University in Philadelphia
to obtain her Master of Music
degree in voice.

While at Temple, she got en-
gaged to Michael. Married eight
years this May, Francis Scanlon
had been commuting to New York
City from Philadelphia before she
and Michael decided to make a
permanent move to New Jersey.

Choosing between Westfield,
Maplewood, Millburn and other
towns, Francis Scanlon and her
family opted for Westfield because
it is strongly rooted in the arts. She
added that she knew how fortu-
nate Westfield residents were to
have their very own reputable sym-
phony orchestra.

“I wanted to be a part of that,”
she said.

Francis Scanlon first became
familiar with the Westfield Sym-
phony Orchestra when she partici-
pated in a musical outreach pro-
gram throughout New Jersey
schools with Music Director David
Wroe.

“He is very easy to work with,”
she said, adding that, when she
auditioned for the New Year’s Eve
concert, Maestro Wroe went to
her house.

However, before Francis
Scanlon came to the smaller venue
of Westfield, she performed with
the North Arkansas Symphony, the
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By MICHELLE Le POIDEVIN
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

Whether performing in the suburban, cozy nook of The Presbyte-
rian Church in Westfield, the more metropolitan hub of the Union
County Arts Center in Rahway, in the
wide open arena of a county park, or a
classroom, wherever they have trav-
eled, the Westfield Symphony Orches-
tra (WSO), has extended its golden arm
of exemplary musicianship to the souls
of many, always mirroring itself proudly
as a backbone of the Westfield commu-
nity.

Designated the “Resident Orchestra
of Union County” during the 1999-
2000 season, the Freeholder Board fi-
nancially supported a “caravan” or se-
ries of education programs throughout
the county, as well as many free concerts held in county parks.
However, according to WSO Executive Director Nicole DiNegro,
county residents had to be deprived of those programs because the
Freeholders could not make room in their 2002-2003 and 2003-2004
budgets for the WSO.

WSO Music Director and
Conductor David Wroe

In fact, when the WSO received
county support, funding began at
$100,000, decreased to $60,000
the following year, and spiraled
sharply to a mere $30,000. Many
residents, DiNegro said, have
missed the free concerts and the
caravan. In an earlier telephone
interview, she stated that, when
the county stopped adding to the
coffers of its Resident Orchestra,
DiNegro asked if the ensemble
could keep its title. The county
agreed.

As admirable as the county’s
title seems, however, perhaps the
WSO’s reputation stands on its
own and the county got away
cheap by allowing the organiza-
tion to adopt its moniker without
feeling a modicum of guilt for
withholding every red cent.

Currently, the organization is
in the very early stages of formu-
lating a proposal, which would
ask the Freeholders to the WSO
back into its budget as a line
item. The proposal should be pre-
sented after the 1st of the year.

When asked if the outlook was
positive for placing the WSO back
into the county’s upcoming bud-
get, Susan Coen of the Division
of Cultural & Heritage Affairs
reported, “The county is under-
going significant funding diffi-
culties.” She directed The
Westfield Leader and The Times
to ask the “folks on the sixth
floor” about the possibility of
refunding the WSO. Public In-
formation Officer Sebastian
D’Elia said such inquiries were
“suppositional,” and stressed that
the Freeholders “always welcome
the arts.”

Yet, it seems near-hypocritical
and if nothing else, shines a grainy
light on county officials who
would financially abandon its
own orchestra. The Monmouth
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By MARYLOU MORANO
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

Are you making your list? Check-
ing it twice? You didn’t forget to
add books to your list, did you?

How do penguins
celebrate Christmas?
Why they shop, deco-
rate, cook and party!
The board book, “Get
Busy This Christmas!”
by Stephen Waterhouse
tells all about it. Color-
ful pictures accompany
the story, and the sturdy
cardboard pages make
this a perfect Christmas book for a
very young reader. It’s published by
Bloomsbury Children’s
Books.

Slightly older chil-
dren will adore Peter
Petrosky MacGregor
O’Toole. He just loves
winter! It’s the middle
of June and while the
rest of the world is deal-
ing with solar, Peter is
pining for polar! He
longs for snow so deep
that it reaches to his win-
dow — and he lives on
the 23rd floor! He hopes
it snows so hard that Santa’s reindeer
have to pull snowplows to clear all the
snow. “Totally Polar” by Marty Crisp
(Rising Moon Pub-
lishers) is a wonderful
read that early elemen-
tary school ages will
love, making it a great
book to give or to get.

It’s the night be-
fore Christmas and
Ernest, the miniature
donkey, can’t find his
friend, Chester the
white, draft horse. When Ernest
finally does find Chester, he learns

a valuable holiday lesson: being
with those you love is the best Christ-
mas gift of all. “Ernest’s Special
Christmas” by Laura T. Barnes

(Barnesyard Books) is
the newest adventure
in the award-winning
series of books starring
Ernest and his friends
from the farm. It’s a
book that will warm
your heart on the cold-
est of winter evenings.

One of the most
poignant Christmas
books to emerge in the

last few years is “Coal Country
Christmas,” by former Scotch Plains

elementary school
teacher, Elizabeth
Ferguson Brown. This
is a story of tradition,
memories and of the
importance of family.
“Coal Country Christ-
mas” is the Brown’s
first picture book. It is
published by Boyds
Mill Press.

Middle grade and
young adult readers will
enjoy “To Whom The
Angel Spoke,” the story

of the first Christmas from the shep-
herds’ point of view. This interesting
perspective of the Christmas story is

written by Terry Kay
in plain and easy-to-
understand lan-
guage. The book is
also graced with
lovely paintings. It
is published by
Peachtree Publish-
ers.

Hope you find
lots of books under

your tree and in your Christmas
stockings! Merry Christmas!!


