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or two decades, Johnstown’s hills have been alive with the sound of music — thanks to
the Johnstown Symphony Orchestra’s Opera Festival. This year, the organization is
going to celebrate the festival’s 21st year.

The opera festival started in 1991 when the Pittsburgh Opera and the symphony performed in the
Johnstown area. Since then, JSO has taken over  and the festival has grown into some-
thing widely celebrated by not only opera aficionados in Johnstown, but surrounding
areas as well, according to executive director Brooke Welsh.
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... for a great city
Great music
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orldwide, there are over 1 million Rotary
Club members working to make their com-
munities better and those from Johnstown are doing

their part. One family of five, in particular, is distinguished for its efforts. Howard and
Tammy Bernstein, of Westmont, have made community service a priority and have taught
their sons Blake, Grant and Brock, the importance of giving back. For their work, the
Bernsteins were selected as Rotary Family of the Year for Rotary District 7330, which en-
compasses seven western Pennsylvania counties.

Howard Bernstein joined Johnstown Rotary in 1994, shortly after relocating from Ari-
zona. Johnstown was foreign territory for Howard, so he didn’t know many people out-
side of those from business. He was looking for a way to change that. “Having not grown
up in the community, you don’t have connections ... I felt a little lost and wanted to make
an impact,” he says. Since joining, the Bernsteins have been instrumental in the exchange
student program’s success. Howard says that his family has hosted eight students, and his
son, Blake, was an exchange student, living a year in Taipei. 

The exchange program is just one way to get involved. Many local projects are geared
toward youth, according to past Johnstown Rotary Club President Donna Gambol, who
notes that residents can join clubs in Johnstown, Richland and Conemaugh Township. Last
year, members secured a grant to start a backpack project for low-income children. Stu-
dents were given backpacks filled with food to take home. “These kids didn’t have food
on the weekends when they weren’t in school,” Gambol says. “We gave them food — non-
perishables, but they were healthy for the kids.”

The club also donates flags to the city that fly at the bottom of Johnstown’s Inclined
Plane. It donates dictionaries to third-graders from over 10 area school districts and reg-
ularly picks up litter from highways. In July, members applied for a grant to fulfill their next
task — exposing low-income children to music. Johnstown Rotary Club President Karen
Azer says that they are working with Johnstown Symphony Orchestra to get instruments
donated and to raise the funds to repair those instruments. 

Globally, Rotary’s goal is to eradicate polio. Azer says they host raffle dinners each year
in October at the Holliday Inn downtown to aid in that effort. “We brought in $16,000
last year,” Azer says. “The work we do gives us the opportunity to change people’s lives.”
>>Brandon Zeris

]To volunteer
For more information, go to 

www.rotary.org or email 
rjharris@gmail.com

“IT’S ALWAYS SOMETHING
NEW and fresh each year and that’s what
makes it special,” she says. “The theme
changes every year. Last year was ‘20 Years
of Opera’ and some of the themes have in-
cluded ‘American Opera,’ ‘Memories of
Venice,’ and ‘An Evening in Vienna.’ There
may be variations in the program, but the
tradition stays the same.” This year’s theme
is “Great Opera for a Great City,” tying in
with the symphony’s theme “Great Music
for a Great City.”

The Opera Festival is more than dressing
up and listening to music. “You start by
coming to the Pasquerilla Performing Arts
Center on the campus of Pitt-Johns-town
at 7 p.m. and everyone gets dressed up. It’s
black tie optional,” Welsh says. “You min-
gle before the concert and then you ...
watch a spectacular show.” Afterward, at-
tendees can drive to the Frank J. Pasquerilla
Conference Center downtown for dinner
and auction.

“Anyone can attend. It’s open to the
public,” Welsh says. “It’s $60 for the per-
formance only and $150 for the perform-
ance and the dinner. People can also bid on
the silent auction.”

This year, the auction will include Steel-
ers’ tickets and a chance to conduct one
composition next symphony season. A raf-
fle also is being held. Tickets are $10 and
participants will have a chance to win a di-
amond pendant, a $750 Boscov’s gift cer-
tificate or a $250 Harrigan’s Café and Wine
Deck gift card.

“The opera festival is our celebratory
event for the season and our largest
fundraiser. The money goes toward oper-
ating costs,” Welsh says. “The neat thing is
that you’re supporting the orchestra, but
you’re also treating yourself to a night out,
so it’s a win-win for everyone.”

This year’s festival will be held September
21 and will showcase not only the sym-
phony’s talent, but four operatic soloists
picked by none other than 30-year con-
ducting veteran Maestro Istvan Jaray.
Those wanting a ticket can contact the
Johnstown Symphony Orchestra by phone
at 535-6738 and those wanting more in-
formation can contact them by e-mail at
info@johnstownsymphony.org. >>Crystal
Hollibaugh
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do good

A great way to get involved
Rotary Clubs
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Tammy Bernstein (left) and Howard Bernstein
with Maria Fetock, Rotary district governor 


