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"Unplugged Guitarists Unite!”  By Joseph Dalton 
 
If members of the Classical Guitar Society of Upstate New York needed a rallying cry, that 
would be it. The group advocates for an instrument that was once a staple of musical life, but that 
was long ago supplanted by the popular embrace of the electric guitar. "We're an odd group of 
musicians, the stepchild of the classical world," says Frederic Hellwitz, president of the Guitar 
Society. "But if you enjoy hearing solo piano or chamber orchestras, the guitar is a tiny little 
chamber orchestra in itself. That's what Schubert used to say, and I’m sure that's what Segovia 
would say. It can evoke a range of sounds, styles and emotions. Even if you're a fan of blues, 
rock or jazz, you'll enjoy classical guitar." 
 
Hellwitz isn't alone in his enthusiasm. The Guitar Society consists of about 75 members and 
includes professional performers and conservatory-level teachers, plenty of amateur players and 
sundry general fans. As for Hellwitz, he's a semi-professional player who lives in Albany and 
earns his livelihood as a radiologist. 
 



Clear sailing the whole way.  Not!  Note the brake 
lights. 30 miles from goal and the GPS says “estimated 
travel time 32 hours.”   

Fred locks up the convertible and grabs his guitar at the 
University of Louisville.  95 degrees…   

During March, the Guitar Society presented a concert of Vladimir Gorbach, one of today's most 
promising talents. Among Gorbach's many awards, he recently 
won first prize in an international competition sponsored by the 
Guitar Foundation of America. His recital took place at Massry 
Center and was co-produced by The College of St. Rose. 
Gorbach's Capital Region debut is just the latest in a steady 
stream of events, large and small, produced by the Guitar 
Society. Every fall, there's a weekend festival in Oneonta and 
locally Hellwitz holds regular salon concerts at his home, in 
which members and students perform for each other. Through 
its website (http://www.cgsuny.org), the Society also helps 
promote guitar-related events throughout the region. Another 
event was a free recital of lute and soprano with Duo Marchand 
on Tuesday, March 12, at Troy Savings   Bank Music Hall. 
Joseph Dalton is a freelance writer in Troy. 
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 This year, 2013, marked the thirtieth 
anniversary of my first Guitar Foundation of America 
Convention.   Fully aware of the fact that I am not the 
26 year-old guitarist who drove ten hours in a Camaro 
with no mufflers (making only gas stops) to Quebec 
City in 1983, my good friend Fred Hellwitz and I 
decided to drive his vintage Mercedes 560 SL to 
Louisville with only gas stops.  Heck, we did 
Charleston last year and that was much longer.  I was 
younger then though.  All the adventure—and 
nostalgia—of a road trip aside, it is indeed the GFA 
Convention that made us wear down our nerves and 
our elderly read ends in the extreme. 
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Harry with Olga Almelkina -Vera and Fernand Vera of the 
Kithara Duo.   You may remember Olga from the Presti Trio, our 
2010 Festival headline ensemble. 

Fred relaxing in the hotel lobby with Susan and Gregory 
Byers.  Fred’s lanyard is on backwards to demo guitars 
without damaging them.   

  
Assuming you have never been to a GFA convention, allow me to take a moment to explain what 

goes on.  The convention is approximately six days long and each day is packed with at least three 
concerts or recitals, master classes, vendor expos and lectures.  I almost forgot to mention the 
performance competition as well!  Day One is check in day. We drove all day Monday, so it was nice that 
the festivities didn’t begin until the sun had been up for a good number of hours! 
 

So Tuesday morning found us trekking 
from the Hyatt Regency to the lovely University 
of Louisville campus to register, pick up our 
goody bags (which are really fine perks always 
including sheet music, a CD or two, some good 
small books, a few sets of strings…) We also 
tracked down a few old friends from past GFA 
conventions – guitar builders Garrett Lee, Lubos 
Naprstek, Jean Rompré, Waddy Thompson, and 
Greg Byers and his wonderful wife Susan as well 
as John Wunsch from Stringsbymail.com, Kenny 
Hill, and the lovely and exceedingly interesting 
guitarist Lynn McGrath. She is the energizer 
bunny!  Tuesday evening opened with a recital 
by the amazingly gifted player Marcin Dylla who 
was pressed into service almost at the last 
moment due to the travel gremlins that had to 
plague Zoran Duki! and forestall his scheduled 
performance.  Have I mentioned yet that 
Louisville is the Bourbon Capital of the world? 

 
The lectures included two that stood out to me greatly: Richard Greene’s ‘When the Guitar 

Gently Weeps’ which dealt with the style and architecture of the lament as viewed through the prism of 
the Phrygian mode.  Yeah, I thought it sounded strange at first, but I was very glad I attended!  Tolgahan 
Ço"olu demonstrated his microtonal guitar – one that is fretted with moveable “fretlette’s”.  Yes, one can 
play bizarre 21st century microtonal music, but he also used the instrument to play Middles Eastern music 
with the correct quartertone intervals as well as vihuela music that was not ever intended for equal 
temperament.  Wonderful!  And then there was the Bourbon! 

 
A tradition that began in Charleston in 2012 is the CGSUNY guitar 

soirée road trip edition.  At the Francis Marion in Charleston, we literally 
took over a good portion of the lobby after 11PM every evening and played 
guitars, traded tales and consumed wine and single malt.  In Louisville, we 
maintained the tradition.  Garrett Lee, Jean Rompré and Greg Byers 
brought guitars and we played for each other and compared instruments 
well into the small hours.  The always quotable Matanya Ophee even 
stopped by.  Susan Byers’ singing was accompanied by Fred Hellwitz for 
some Dowland songs—and a few by Bob Dylan!    

 
 
 
 
 

 



Other high points to me were Mike Chapdelaine’s Thursday performance, Eliot Fisk’s master 
class—as well as the true pleasure of getting to shake his hand again after thirty three years—getting to 
meet Rico Stover and renew acquaintance with Richard Long, having breakfast with the Tantalus Quartet 
(hearing them perform as well!), lunch with Olga Amelkina-Vera and her husband and Kithara Duo 
partner Fernand Vera and dinner with the duo team of Mike Castellani and Joann Andriaccio.  Every one 
of the aforementioned people is a genuine joy to know!  This kind of social interaction with heroes and 
friends is what really makes the GFA convention a total joy. Add good music to make perfection!  If you 
can make it to a convention, it will be an experience you will not soon forget.   Did I mention anything 
about Bourbon?  Well, let me tell you…! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
--Harry George Pellegrin 
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