


left to right: Quinte Symphony in the 60s; Stephen Choma was presented to the Queen Mother in the early 1970s in recognition of his contribution to music and the local community

herself to play by “figuring out the fingering”.

The inaugural session of the new orchestra is
clearly etched in her memory. “The Batawa hall was
small, and smelled of wood preservative and ciga-
rette smoke and fried food. It was kind of dingy,”
recalls Ms. Ferguson, now the symphony’s presi-
dent. “But we were all too excited to notice the sur-
roundings.”

And so in this humble venue normally used for
card parties, Sunday school, movie nights, and
dances, the Eastern Ontario Concert Orchestra was
born without fanfare or flourish.

The orchestra was the brainchild of its first con-
ductor Stephen Choma, also the personnel manag-
er at Bata Shoe that had built Batawa as a company
town back in 1940. In pursuit of his dream, he had
started phoning people with musical backgrounds
or interests back in the fall of 1959.

“It had all started because Stephen wanted a
venue for young musicians to come out and also
for people with instruments in their attic to bring
them out and dust them off;” Ms. Ferguson said.

Luckily Mr. Choma had the full support for his
ambitious project from the Bata family, who not
only provided the recreation hall free of charge for
rehearsals but also paid for the orchestra’s sheet
music.

It’s no coincidence that today as the symphony
enters its 50th anniversary season, its honorary pa-
tron is Sonja Bata, whose late husband Thomas had
provided the support needed to breathe life into the
original concert orchestra.

Indeed the first Eastern Ontario Concert Orches-
tra that assembled in January, 1960 looked like no
other classical music ensemble in the province.

The age of the musicians ranged from eight year-
old Peter James on violin to the redoubtable 80

year-old Major Frazer on base drum.

“Entire families played together in the orchestra
and sometimes it numbered 60 musicians,” said
Ms. Ferguson. “If we had 15 clarinetists show up,
then we had 15 clarinetists in the orchestra.”

Violinist Marion Stratton, who is still the sym-
phony’s concertmaster, said, “There was always a
shortage of strings — we were a bit outnumbered,
but it was a very interesting time. We played in
school gyms, churches, and town halls and we just
adapted accordingly.

“Sometimes we worked in very cramped areas
but I was fortunate to sit on the outside so I had
more elbow room,” said Ms. Stratton, who brought
along one of her music students to play in the or-
chestra — a teenaged Kerry Stratton, later to become
a world-renowned conductor.

Today Marion Stratton, 80, and Heather Fergu-
son, 63, are charter members of the symphony —
living links to the long artistic journey, which has
brought them to a permanent home in the acoustic
paradise of the 800-seat Bridge Street United
Church in Belleville.

“Fifty years later I'm still here. That’s strange,” Ms.
Ferguson says with faint surprise. “But if you have
your health, you can still play in the orchestra.”

By all accounts it was certainly an eventful jour-
ney. Only two months after their inauguration in
1960, just as they prepared for the debut concert in
Stirling, the Batawa Recreation Hall burned down
to the ground.

Undeterred, the orchestra moved its base tem-
porarily to the Legion Hall in Trenton until a new
community centre could be built in Batawa three
years later. In the nature of musical nomads, they
later used the students’ lounge at Loyalist College
and other locales for rehearsals.
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