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Book Captures Life of Glee Club
Founder Dolores ‘De’ Benjamin
By MARYLOU MORANO

Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

SCOTCH PLAINS – When Dolores
Collins Benjamin founded a choral
group for young men of color in her
Newark living room in 1939, she had
no idea she was making history.

Nearly seven decades later, Mrs.
Benjamin’s group – the North Jersey
Philharmonic Glee Club (NJPGC) –
is the oldest African-American arts
organization in the state and, most
likely, in the northeastern United
States.

Mrs. Benjamin’s life and her role
in the founding of the NJPGC are the
subject of a recently released book by
Barbara Kukla entitled “Sounds of
Music: The Dolores Collins Benjamin
Story.”

Last Saturday, Ashbrook Nursing
and Rehabilitation Center, where the
94-year-old honoree resides, held a
book party in her honor.

Born in Berkley, Va., Mrs. Ben-
jamin was playing the piano for her
Sunday school class at the age of 8.
She went on to study music at Vir-
ginia State College and completed
her degree at Dana College (now
Rutgers) after relocating to Newark
in the 1930s.

Her dream to form an all-male
chorus was always on her mind
throughout her years in college and
after.

By 1939, about a dozen young men,
mostly teenagers, were meeting regu-
larly on Friday nights in Mrs.
Benjamin’s apartment at 140 Barclay
Street. Soon, under her direction, the
NJPGC was performing in churches
and other venues.

Mrs. Benjamin served as the direc-
tor of the NJPGC until 1952 and
remains its director emeritus.

Ms. Kukla and Mrs. Benjamin have
known each other for almost 40 years.
Ms. Kukla, who lives in West Orange,
began to visit Mrs. Benjamin on a
daily basis after Mrs. Benjamin came
to live at Ashbrook Nursing Home.

Much of “Sounds of Music” was
written in Ashbrook’s garden court-
yard.

“The book evolved from these two
lovely ladies sitting and talking in the
garden,” explained Margaret Degnan,
Ashbrook Nursing Home adminis-
trator.

“They sat together every day for

many months. Finally, they told me
they were writing a book,” Ms.
Degnan said.

“When I first
told ‘De’ that I
wanted to write a
book about her
life, she told me
she wasn’t wor-
thy,” said Ms.
Kukla, who re-
cently retired
from a 40-year
career as a jour-
nalist with the
Star–Ledger of
Newark, and the
author of two other books about
Newark.

“Writing ‘Sounds of Music’ has
been a magical journey,” she said.

Also attending the book party were
current and past members of the

NJPGC, who per-
formed several se-
lections under the
direction of current
director Gwen Mol-
ten.

Mrs. Benjamin
directed the NJPGC
in its final song,
“Dedication.”

“Sounds of Mu-
sic: The Delores
Collins Benjamin
Story” is published
by Swing City Press

in West Orange.
Copies are available from the author

by contacting her at (973) 325-3760 or
e-mailing bjkukla@aol.com.

Barbara Kukla and Dolores ‘De’ Benjamin

Jessica Lenard Shows ‘A Decade
Of Work’ Retrospective at UCC
By MARYLOU MORANO

Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

CRANFORD – “A Decade of Work:
Paintings and Prints 1997-2007,” a
retrospective look at 10 years of Sum-
mit artist, Jessica Lenard’s work, was
on display through June at Union
County College’s Tomasulo Gallery.

The exhibit was a mixed-media
extravaganza of paintings, etchings
and monoprints that were as much a
timeline of Ms. Lenard’s life, as they
were a representation of her art.

A devotee of color and light, Ms.
Lenard imbues some of her pieces
with qualities that make them seem to
jump off the wall and into the arms of
the viewer.

One example of this is the vivid,
whimsical monoprint, “Duck and
Bear,” which was inspired by a 1950’s
children’s coloring book and the
artist’s brief stint at designing
children’s clothing.

Ms. Lenard tells her life story
through the images in her artwork
and finds inspiration for topics after
experiencing life-changing events.

Moving to New Jersey from Man-
hattan in late 1992 was an especially
difficult adjustment for the artist.

The move necessitated a commute
to her studio in Jersey City via the
Pulaski Skyway. These frequent trips
resulted in works such as “Pulaski
Skyway,” “Skyway East” and “Roads
and Bridges” which emphasize the
theme of infrastructure.

Unlike the more playful pieces that
leap off the canvas, these are more
pensive works that accomplish the
opposite: they pull the viewer in. Gaz-
ing at “Road and Bridges” and “Sky-
way East,” both mixed media on can-
vas, I found myself getting lost in the

intricacies of the work.
Several renditions of “In the Stu-

dio,” represent Ms. Lenard’s profes-
sional life while numerous “Self Por-
trait” etchings symbolize moments in
her personal life.

As Ms. Lenard moved through the

decade, her style progressed from paint-
ing on canvas to etching and transfer-
ring into monoprint, to utilizing paper
and digital photog-
raphy in mixed me-
dia works.

Ms. Lenard
teaches painting
and printmaking at
the Visual Arts
Center of New Jer-
sey. In 2005, she
was a recipient of
an award given by
the Rutgers Center
for Innovative Pa-
per and
Printmaking.

Ms. Lenard’s work is part of many
public and private collections, includ-

Jessica Lenard- “Roads and Bridges”

“In The Studio”

N e w  Je r s e y P E R F O R M I N G A R T S C E N T E R

New Jersey Performing Arts Center’s 
Summer Musical Program presents a
New Jersey Youth Theatre 
(formerly WYACT)
Production of 

Fall in Love Again with an 
American Musical Masterpiece

Rodgers and Hammerstein’s

Carousel
Music by

RICHARD RODGERS
Book and Lyrics by

OSCAR HAMMERSTEIN II
Based on Ferenc Molnar’s play Liliom
as adapted by Benjamin F. Glazar

Original Dances by Agnes de Mille

July 13–22
Friday, July 13 at 7:00; 
Saturday, July 14 at 7:00 
Sunday, July 15 at 2:00; 
Wednesday, July 18 at 2:00 
Thursday, July 19 at 2:00; 
Friday, July 20 at 7:00
Saturday, July 21 at 2:00 & 7:00; 
Sunday, July 22 at 2:00

Tickets:  Adults $27 • Children $16
(recommended for ages 13 and up)

The 
Westfield 

Foundation

1-888-GO-NJPAC • www.njpac.org

ing the Newark Museum, the Newark
Public Library and the Zimmerli Art
Museum at Rutgers University.

She has partici-
pated in both solo
and group exhib-
its in the United
States as well as
in Russia, the
Netherlands and
France.

To learn more
about Jessica
Lenard and to
view more of her
work, visit
jessicalenard.com.

Ms. Lenard’s exhibit was the last of
the 2006-2007 season. The Tomasulo
Gallery will reopen in September.

“fashion statement”

THE HILLS ARE ALIVE...Dolores ‘De’ Collins Benjamin, above, the founder of a choral group for black youths in 1939,
tells her story in Barbara Kukla’s “Sounds of Music.” Mrs. Benjamin, a resident at Ashbrook Nursing and Rehabilitation
Center in Scotch Plains, continues to conduct during the center’s book party held in her honor.

VACNJ Announces New
Faculty Exhibition

SUMMIT — The Visual Arts Cen-
ter of New Jersey (VACNJ) an-
nounced a new faculty exhibition.
The new exhibit “New Life by Katie
Truk” presents innovative sculptures
that explore the relationship between
pantyhose and urban development.

It opened on July 2 and will be on
display through July 28. The public is
invited to join Ms. Truk at the open-
ing reception and artist talk on July
12 from 6 to 8 p.m.

Ms. Truk started experimenting
with pantyhose as a medium in 1995.
While an undergraduate at Alfred
University, she began combining the
translucent nature of pantyhose with
the luminescence of neon.

Overtime, a variety of materials
came and went, but the best combina-
tion seemed to be pantyhose and con-
crete floor wire. Each of the artist’s
sculptures vary in size, colors and
textures, but the culminating presen-
tation stays true to the common theme
of a storybook of traits and personali-
ties.

“My pieces are a marriage of the
sensual malleability of pantyhose and
the rigidity of wire,” Ms. Truk said.

To learn more about VACNJ, visit
artcenternj.org.

Greg Ryan for The Westfield Leader and The Times
HEAR YE, HEAR YE...On Thursday, July 5, the Westfield Community Band
played at the Presbyterian Church in Westfield due to rain. Above, Town Crier
Thomas Sherry, who is also the president of the Miller Cory House, delivers news
to the townspeople.

Westfield Community Band
Presents Patriotic Program

By SARAH QUELLER
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD – The Westfield Com-
munity Concert Band (WCCB), con-
ducted by Thomas Connors, presented
a skillful and passionately patriotic pro-
gram July 5 at Westfield’s Presbyterian
Church to celebrate Independence Day.

The WCCB began its annual Inde-
pendence Day program with “John
Williams: The Symphonic Marches.”
Arranged by John Higgins, the piece
included the Indiana Jones “Raiders
March,” followed by Star Wars’ “The
Imperial March,” and the 1984 Olym-
pics theme.

The WCCB conveyed a strong sense
of pride in the music, forming a sound
that represented and highlighted each
section of instruments. Mr. Connors
conducted with elegance, controlling
the volume and rigor to add emotion

to climactic sections of music.
The band’s cohesiveness made the

legato sections as powerful as the
staccato ones, and the arrangement
transitioned the three portions
smoothly.  The strong percussion sec-
tion kept a steady and exciting beat,
drumming up a sense of nationalism.

The Olympic theme, the piece’s final
section, was poignant and recogniz-
able.  The band’s rendition evoked the
notion of global coalition, stressing the
importance of not just American pa-
triotism, but pride in what America can
achieve alongside other nations.

Mr. Connors introduced the band’s
second piece, “A Tribute to Harold
Arlen” by James Kessler, by praising
Arlen as “one of the great American
songwriters of all time.”  In this piece,
the WCCB showed off a more swing
band sound, an interesting shift from
the more orchestral feel of the first.
The jazzier arrangement highlighted
different sections of the band and its
many abrupt variations in tempo kept
the audience interested.

The band’s third piece, a Frank
Ticheli arrangement of “Amazing
Grace,” set a change of pace that
began with a swell of sweet sound,
then dwindled for a while to just
clarinets and flutes, giving it a more
melodic, soft sound and displaying
the incredible talent of WCCB mem-
bers.  Ticheli’s arrangement was mov-
ing and melodic as it strayed and then
returned to the standard melody. Mid-
piece, the WCCB implemented a gi-
ant swell of sound that translated to a
rush of emotion, then brought the
arrangement full circle to the tradi-
tional melody of the song.

The WCCB’s first traditional patri-
otic arrangement was John Cacavas’
“The Fourth of July,” which streamed
together American classics, includ-
ing “Yankee Doodle Boy” and
“America, the Beautiful.”  The band
demonstrated patriotism without suc-
cumbing to corniness. The WCCB’s
vastness was impressive as it revital-
ized old songs.   It spruced up tidbits
of American favorites, applying a toe-
tapping, big band sound to songs of-
ten denied musical merit.

Arminio and ‘The Family’
Come to Echo Lake Park

MOUTAINSIDE –The Union
County Summer Arts Festival con-
cert series will continue on July 18,
featuring Joey Arminio and “The
Family” and their
big band variety
show. The free con-
cert will begin at
7:30 p.m. in Echo
Lake Park.

Joey Arminio &
“The Family” pay
tribute to the great
entertainers of the
’40s, ’50s and ’60s.
From the Sinatra
Era to Doo Wop,
the show is com-
plete with cos-
tumes and props.
They have been
featured in Las Ve-
gas, Atlantic City,
Wildwood, the
Poconos, the
Catskills and now Echo Lake Park.

The Union County information van
will be at the concert site, along with
representatives from Runnells Spe-
cialized Hospital of Union County
and the Union County Bureau of En-
vironmental Conservation and Recy-
cling, to answer questions and offer
information about important services

available to Union County residents.
Other free concerts in the Summer

Arts Festival series include De Sol
(July 25), Mustang Sally (August 1),

Jo Bonanno and
the Godsons of
Soul (August 8),
The Sensational
Soul Cruisers
(August 15), The
Ed Palermo Big
Band with Rob
Paparozzi (Au-
gust 22), and The
Nerds (August
29).

All Summer
Arts Festival con-
certs are held on
Wednesdays at
7:30 p.m. at the
Springfield Av-
enue end of Echo
Lake Park in
Mountainside. Fa-

mous Dave’s Bar-B-Que food con-
cession and an ice cream and snack
vendor will be available at approxi-
mately 6:30 p.m.

In case of rain, concerts will be
held in the air-conditioned audito-
rium at Cranford High School on
West End Place off Springfield Av-
enue in Cranford at 7:30 p.m.

Joey Arminio and ‘The Family’
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