
Message from the President 

I am very pleased to present the Spring Edition of Con Brio that contin-
ues to reflect on the 50th Anniversary of Friends. 

Over the years, we have been fortunate in bringing together exceptional 
volunteers who have given generously of their time and money to build 
our Association  keeping  it vibrant and relevant as we continue our sup-
port of the NAC Orchestra, the NAC Music Department and aspiring 
young musicians in our community. 

Thank you to all those volunteers who agreed to share their memories 
with us in this second of four 50th Anniversary Editions of Con Brio.  

Albert V. Benoit, MVO 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Early Years and Activities of the Friends 

Viki Prystawski, wife of Walter Prystawski the Orchestras first concert master, says when she 
thinks of those early days of NACOA she gets a warm fuzzy feeling about the beginning of 
something great. The members were only too willing to assist in any way possible to advertise 
their new orchestra and give them support. But she also remembers when the orchestra went 
on strike! This was in 1989 from Oct. to Dec. The NACOA members were very supportive and 
joined the players on the picket lines and fed them well! 
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Former Chief Justice Beverley 

McLachlin, former Patron of 

Music t o Dine For, with 

performers Kerson and Stanley 

Leong, photo by Lois Siegel 

The Rt Hon Michaëlle Jean, 

Past Honorary Patron of 

FNACO, 2016-2017, photo by 

Lois Siegel 

Albert Benoit, photo by 

Ulle Baum 

Paul Wells, Honorary Patron 

from 2017-2018, photo by Lois 

Siegel 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Micha%C3%ABlle_Jean


Reflections of Past Presidents and Directors 

Gaby Warren, President of Friends from 1980-1982 and 1995-1997 

 

I had the honour to serve as President of NACOA two times – from 1980 to 1982 and 1995 to 
1997.The first time was part of my plan to put down roots in Ottawa after having served 
abroad three times as a rotational foreign service officer. My wife and I, while living in Rome, 
had missed the first two seasons of the new NACO but have been passionate subscribers since 
the 1971 season. 

The major initiative during my first term was to convince NAC management to develop a fu-
ture audience by including a series of concerts for young people in the regular schedule of 
NAC events. NACOA provided some funding for these concerts and our volunteers organized 
pre- and post-concert activities to stimulate the musical imagination of the young audience.         
This was the beginning of the Family Adventures/Tunetown children’s concerts which are still 
ongoing with activities subsidized by the Friends. 

My second term was challenging as there were rumblings of 
discontent amongst the orchestra players.  I asked the Hon. 
Mitchell Sharp to speak privately with the new Director General 
in the hope that serious negotiations could begin. A strike of 
NACO musicians was narrowly avoided but a new contract 
had to be negotiated within one year.  When this did not oc-
cur,  the strike happened and NACOA volunteers were out 
on the picket line in solidarity with the musicians. 
A thrill for NACO volunteers during my second term was to 
assist in organizing the first NAC Fundraising Gala featuring 
Jessye Norman. I treasure the photo of my wife and me in 
attendance in formal attire. 
The challenge facing the NAC has always been how to make an 
Ottawa-based entity a truly national institution. It seemed obvi-
ous to NACOA members that one important way was to have 
the Orchestra tour regularly within Canada, not just every few 
years. It took Peter Herndorf to make this a reality.  
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Gabriel and Annie Warren 

Snippet from the Archives 

Did you know?  …. The size of the orchestra was influenced by the decision that touring across Canada and around the world, 
should be an important aspect of its activities. 



Reflections of Past Presidents and Directors  

David Laister, Director 2012-2015 

Susan and David Laister arrived from England as landed immigrants in “La Vielle Capitale” of Canada 

in October 1969, just a few months after the official opening of the National Arts Centre (NAC) in 

Ottawa. On their first visit to Ottawa from Kingston in 1970 they discovered the NAC and attended a 

concert by the Canadian folk duo of Ian and Sylvia Tyson. On moving to Ottawa, a year later, they 

subscribed to their first series of National Arts Centre Orchestra (NACO) concerts. 

Over the next 48 years as subscribers their involvement grew to joining the Friends of NACO and the 

NAC Foundation as both donors and volunteers; 

for three years David served on the NACO Bursary 

Committee. As of 2019 they are sponsoring the 

Piccolo Prix for the NACO Bursary competition.  

For both David and Susan their all-time musical 

highlight was being present at the concert in Salis-

bury cathedral with the NACO on their 2014 Eng-

land tour. Hearing Maestro Zukerman play the 

Bruch No. 1 violin concerto and conduct their fa-

vourite piece of music, Vaughan Williams’ 

“Fantasia on a theme by Thomas Tallis”, they can 

never hear either piece without being transported 

back to that special evening of beautiful music, 

beautifully played in a beautiful place. They are also lovers of chamber music and attend theatre and 

ballet productions. 

As supporters of the Young Artists Programme (YAP) originated by Pinchas Zukerman in 1999, they 

have met and followed the careers of many up- and-coming talented musicians; not least of these is 

Bryan Wagorn a local pianist who attended the then Summer Music Institute from 2001 to 2005, first 

as a student then a mentor. He is now on the staff of The Metropolitan Opera Company in New York. 

Both Susan and David’s love, if not passion, for classical music, originating early on in their lives, 

found a perfect outlet with NACO.  Music has brought great joy to their lives and the NAC has be-

come a ‘home away from home’ for them. 

They both wish continued success in the future to the NACO, Friends, Music Department, supporters 

and all the dedicated staff at the NAC. ©D&SML. 
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David and Susan Laister with Maestro Shelley and YAP/SMI 

alumnus Bryan Wagorn, photo by Karen Taylor.  



Reflections of Past Presidents and Directors 

Robert Lafleur, President from 2012-2017 

Since my retirement from the Board of FNACO   I often reflect on my very agreeable time as 
president and member of the Board.  I spent eight very pleasant years involved in this very 

worthwhile   organization during which FNACO grew 
enormously in stature, establishing a very productive 
partnership with the NAC and focusing increasingly on 
young musicians. Most importantly the organization’s re-
sources increased very significantly, allowing us to pro-
vide a greater number of richer awards and bursaries to 
promote the learning of promising young musicians. I was 
proud to lead over 400 dedicated members in this very 
important endeavor. I have enough wonderful memories 
to last a lifetime.  

I encourage the members of FNACO to continue to sup-
port this very fine work and if possible to take an active role in making the dreams of young 
musicians come true. We will be well rewarded by the success of all the marvelous musi-
cians we have helped. Please spread the word so that many more music lovers join this 
very fine organization. 

 

Nijole Kazlauskas-Deskin, Director, 2007-2017 

Over many years the National Arts Centre was a neighbour-
hood destination, slowly evolving into the core of our social 
lives. A decade on the FNACO board, generally serving as     
Special Events Chair, rewarded me with a better understanding 
of music, relationships with NACO musicians and the shared 
generosity involved in fund raising from musicians, NAC staff,     
Embassy staff, FNACO volunteers and board members. The tra-
dition continues today with a hope that all involved find it 
equally a priceless experience. Thank you for the adventure 
and your continued work in support of music. 
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Nijole Kazlauskas - Deskin, 

Director, 2007-2017, photo by Lois 

Siegel 

Robert and Louise Lafleur, photo by Lois 

Siegel 



Ross Francis, Director, 2002-2017   

As a member of the Board for nearly fifteen years I had the partic-
ular pleasure and responsibility of developing the Friends’ pro-
gram of Awards. Some of these have been designed to support 
future professional musicians. We give one of the major awards at 
the NAC Orchestra’s annual Bursary Competition for students in 
the National Capital region aiming at becoming orchestral musi-
cian. And we sponsor one or (finances permitting) two students at 
the NAC’s Summer Music Institute’s Young Artist’s program. 
 
Others are aimed more generally at encouraging young people as 
they discover the joy of making music, particularly in an ensemble or orchestral setting.      
MusicFest is a national organization which brings hundreds of high school band and orchestral 
players together every year.  
We give an award to the outstanding woodwind player, matching the NAC’s awards for brass 
and string players. The National Capital Region’s annual Kiwanis Music Festival attracts thou-
sands of youngsters. We provide several awards for players of string and other orchestral  
instruments. We give a grant to the Young String Performers Foundation, which incidentally 
more than reciprocates by providing talented young players for our Music to Dine For eve-
nings. We make a contribution to the Ottawa Youth Orchestra, which has always had a 
close relationship with musicians from the NAC Orchestra and has performed on stage 
with them. And we contribute to OrKidstra, which is doing an amazing job of bringing mu-
sic to kids who might otherwise never have an opportunity to learn. 
 
Under Alexander Shelley, the NAC Orchestra has been actively reaching out to young musi-
cians in the community. The Friends’ various programs are designed to support the same    
objectives. 
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An Excerpt from the Archives 

During 1980 and led by Mario Bernardi, our Orchestra played in New York City at the United 
Nations to commemorate that august body’s 75th Anniversary.  A couple, Helène and Mike 
Downey, who were both subscribers and members of Friends, had won a draw to accompany 
the Orchestra by air to NYC.  It was written that the two enjoyed themselves.  

Ross Francis, photo by Lois 

Siegel 



FNACO proudly supports music education  

OrKidstra is a charitable social development program that empowers kids from under-served 
areas of Ottawa by teaching life skills through playing and singing music together. OrKidstra is 
grateful for the support of the Friends of the National Arts Centre Orchestra. 

“The first word that comes to mind when I think about OrKidstra is family. I like OrKidstra be-
cause it’s fun, we get to learn new songs and you get to 
make new friends. I want to thank OrKidstra, and all the do-
nors, for helping me be a part of the program.” – Micaela, 
age 10 (OrKidstra student – KidSingers and violin) 

 

“OrKidstra has taught me to be a better person, to accom-
plish what I set out to do, to practice with care, and lastly, 
to do what I do with love. Every time I pick up the cello, it 
seems like I can accomplish anything. OrKidstra made me 
the person I am today. Thank you so much for making a 
difference in my life, for giving me this opportunity to fly.” – 
Gareth, OrKidstra graduate and post-secondary student 

 

The Ottawa Youth Orchestra Academy provides youth in the 
Ottawa region with a continuum of high-quality orchestral 
and ensemble training and performance opportunities at an 
affordable cost in a supportive musical environment.  

“I'm very thankful to have great instruments from the bank 
that allow me to explore new realms of music I never knew 
of beforehand.”—Tristan, Ottawa Youth Orchestra 

“The support that the Friends of the NAC Orchestra gives us 
helps to ensure that any child in the Ottawa-Gatineau region 
who wants to study music has the opportunity to do so. The 
OYOA is lucky to have a strong partnership with this wonder-
ful organization!”   

- Shannon Whidden, Executive Director 
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Student musicians from OrKidstra, photo 

courtesy of OrKidstra 

From the Archives:   

Long before the wife of our present Maestro gave birth to their first baby, some members of Friends will remember, in the late 
eighties, the birth of a daughter to Jerry and Janos Csaba, Violinist and Violist with NACO.  Jerry and Janos also played with 13 
Strings. 

Primary Strings, photo courtesy of the 

Ottawa Youth Orchestra Academy 

https://orkidstra.ca/


Good FRIENDS and Old Friends 

Since Grade 6 Jean Saldanha (L) and Hazel Fraser (R) have 
been friends. Throughout their careers they have man-
aged to maintain a strong friendship. Together they be-
came members of NACOA many years ago. We wish to 
thank them for their loyal support of the Orchestra and 
the Friends over these many years. 

Jean remembers when Boris Brott was the conductor of 
the Family Adventures concerts. She says he had such a 
lively outgoing personality and an excellent rapport with 
the children. He used to come around for the Tunetown 
children's activities arranged by the Friends before the 
concerts. Jean remembers one activity when she was vol-
unteering where they had brought in an Alpenhorn. Boris 
headed straight for it and attempted to play it. What a 
commotion and much laughter ensued amongst adults 
and children alike! 

 

From our Archives 

In May of 2000, Pinchas Zucherman announced the creation of an independent charitable 
foundation which would acquire mainly string instruments. These would help orchestra 
musicians have access to top-quality pieces.  The Foundation was begun with a donation 
of $50,000 from NAC Founding Director, Hamilton Southam. 

In addition, the NAC Orchestra Association or NACOA presented Mr. Zucherman with a 
cheque for $15,000.  These funds were used towards the Foun-
dation’s first purchase: an exceptional violin made in 1785 in 
Naples by Joseph and Antonius Gagliano.  NACOAs then 
pledged further funds over the next five to ten years, sufficient 
to cover the full cost of the instrument. 
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Thank you to all our collaborators who have contributed to 

this special edition of Con Brio!  Albert Benoit, Maria Neil, 

Lucie Dion, Christine McLaughlin, Jim Burgess, Yetta Riegel 


