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IT was about five years ago that Franc 
D’Ambrosio first appeared in performance 

with the Tuscarawas Philharmonic. Confession:  
a week before that concert, I had very little idea 
of what we were in for. An evening of music from 
Broadway featuring someone named Franc 
D’Ambrosio, who  had been booked by the 
PAC in collaboration with Melanie Winn, then 
Philharmonic general manager. I had never 
heard of him. 

Only a few days before our first rehearsal,  
I looked over the scores, then checked out 
D’Ambrosio performances on YouTube and read 
his bio. I then began to study a lot harder.  This 
guy had cred, to say the least.

Meeting Franc and working with him the 
following weekend was one of the highlights of 
my career, and it only got better when we agreed 
to collaborate further in turning his one-man 
“Christmas in New York” show into a vehicle with 
choruses and orchestra. Franc’s musical director, 
Scott Besser, forwarded his piano arrangements 

to me in the summer, and I set to work distributing 
those notes (and adding a few of my own) among 
orchestral instruments and choral voices. The 
result was an evening that surprised  even me 
with its combination of charm, spectacle and 
audience appeal.  

Franc is a consummate performer, of course, 
with a legendary voice and charisma that nearly 
makes stage lighting optional. (He is also, by the 
way, perhaps the most modest man I have ever 
met, but don’t tell him I said so, or he’ll become 
even more modest.) 

I had seen him perform “Christmas in New 
York” as a solo vehicle with a pianist, and while 
that was certainly entertaining, I realized that 
expanding the show to include the orchestra and 
choruses would give him other people to relate to 
on stage and allow him to relax just a little—not 
have to carry the entire evening using his own 
dynamic energy.  

 The selection of music can be described as 
comprehensive—featuring beloved tunes of the 
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season drawn from a variety of sacred 
and secular sources and styles—from 
traditional carols and songs, to Broadway 

and movies, to kid’s songs. And 
all contained in the delightful 

personal narrative of his 
childhood in Queens and 

experiencing Christmas in 
the city. 

So successful was 
the premiere last year 
that we immediately 
decided to repeat 
it. This gave me the 
opportunity to revisit 
the arrangements 
I worked on rather 
feverishly a year ago 
and take some time 
to edit, revise, and 

tweak.  
For me as an 

arranger, the question 

is always “what can the orchestra bring 
to the party?” Scott Besser’s piano 
accompaniment is functional as a 
support for Franc’s voice and, beyond 
that, provides a harmonically colorful 
context for the well-known melodies.  
But what does an orchestra add to this, 
besides distributing the work load among 
many more people?  

One answer, of course, is that 
the many timbres (tone colors) of the 
instruments of the orchestra contribute 
something like multi-colored stage 
lighting that varies the presentation 
of the music in a significant way. The 
bells of Christmas can be real bells,  
strings provide a dreamy wash as the 
singer croons “I’m dreaming of a white 
Christmas,” and voices and instruments 
soar together into the majestic heights of 
“O Holy Night.”

Beyond that—and this is a particular 
delight for me as a musician—I like to give 

the orchestra and choruses a special 
role to play to embroider the melody, 
to add some special new thread to 
the tapestry. What results is, I hope, 
the experience of hearing this beloved 
music with, perhaps, some of the 
wonder of hearing it as though for the 
first time.  

That newness extends to the entire 
project and as a result of our efforts,  
Franc can take with him a welcome 
addition to the repertoire for Christmas 
concerts. “Christmas in New York: the 
orchestral/choral version,” is a special 
gift provided to him, and all of his 
future audiences, by the members and 
staff of the Tuscarawas Philharmonic 
and choruses.

“I like to give the orchestra and choruses 
a special role to play to embroider the 
melody, to add some special new 
thread to the tapestry.”   
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Among her many talents, Executive Director Sallie Stroup is an 
exceptional baker, and she has been kind enough to share her recipe 
for her renowned cookies. Bake a batch this holiday season, and you’ll 
understand why these are so special.

Shortbread Cookie Cut-outs
1 cup softened butter
¾ cup powdered sugar
1 teaspoon vanilla
2 ½ cups flour

Preheat oven to 350°. In a large bowl, cream butter and sugar until light and fluffy. 
Add vanilla. Gradually beat in flour. Transfer dough to a clean work surface; knead 
gently to form a smooth dough, about 2 minutes. (Mixture will be very crumbly at 
first, but will come together and form a dough as it’s kneaded.)

Divide dough in half. Roll each portion between two sheets of waxed paper to 1/2-in. 
thickness. Cut with floured 2- to 3-in. cookie cutters. Place 1 in. apart on ungreased 
baking sheets. If desired, sprinkle with colored sugar.

Bake 14-16 minutes until golden brown. Remove from pans to wire racks to cool.

ROYAL ICING
3 ounces pasteurized egg whites
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
4 cups confectioners’ sugar

In large bowl of stand mixer combine the egg whites and vanilla and beat until frothy. 
Add confectioners’ sugar gradually and mix on low speed until sugar is incorporated 
and mixture is shiny. Turn speed up to high and beat until mixture forms stiff, glossy 
peaks. This should take approximately 5 to 7 minutes. Add food coloring, if desired. 
For immediate use, transfer icing to pastry bag or heavy duty storage bag and pipe 
as desired. If using storage bag, clip corner. Store in airtight container in refrigerator 
for up to 3 days.

The Tuscarawas 
Philharmonic 

Children’s Chorus
In Concert

  Sunday, December 9th • 3 p.m. 
First United Methodist Church 

of Dover
A selection of delightful holiday 

music directed by Laura Barkett,
Carolyn Wallace, accompanist

Give the 
Gift of 
Music

this 
Christmas

Make a donation 
in the name of someone 

on your list

Fill their stockings 
with concert tickets
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Acclaimed pianist Avery Gagliano joins us to perform the
Piano Concerto No. 2 by Rachmaninoff

MIKE MONTGOMERY—
PRINCIPAL 
TROMBONE

Mike lives in Jackson 
Township and works 

at Bearing Distributor 
Incorporated. He is married 

and has two children. Mike 
recently answered a few questions 

to help us get to know him a little better:
 

TP: Tell us a little bit about your background and your earlier 
experiences as a trombonist. 

Mike: I grew up in Council Grove, Kansas. I started playing the 
trombone in the fifth grade. Randall Bagby, one of my high school 
band directors, was very influential and really helped me light 
a fire to get better at the trombone. I attended Kansas State 
University for one year, then Emporia State University for one year,  
and then finished my bachelor’s degree in trombone performance 
at Wichita State University.  

TP: With what other ensembles have you performed?

Mike: Some groups and performers I have played with include  
Wichita Symphony Orchestra, Akron Symphony, American Wind 
Symphony Orchestra, Wichita Jazz Orchestra, Natalie Cole, Mel 
Torme, Mitzi Gaynor, Bob Minter, Jiggs Whigam. I have done many 
shows at Playhouse Square in Cleveland and local venues as well. 

 
TP: What are some of your other interests?

Mike: I play five-string banjo professionally as well, and have 
played in a local bluegrass band for five years. I also like to play 
the harmonica, I am a deer hunter, and I enjoy golf.

 
TP: What has been your favorite aspect of playing with the 
Philharmonic?

Mike: All of the concerts we do are awesome to play, the most 
memorable to me so far is the Christmas concert we did last 
season and are going to do this season. The music was absolutely 
a joy to play, and it was an honor to be able to listen to Franc 
D’Ambrosio sing. 

(for Mike’s full profile, see the blog on our website)
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