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 Foreword

This product is perhaps unlike what some
readers are accustomed to seeing in a biography format. The author,
as a single mother, is recalling the years. The content is rich in
critiques that reflect in part, how the world perceived the artist.
The personal tributes affirm the artist’s affability and
musicianship and his commitment to endorse the universality of
song.

I extend my deepest appreciation to Robert
Rooks (deceased),* J.E.B. Stuart High School Choral Director who
enabled Ben to recognize that he was destined to a classical music
career in classical concert and opera; to Andrew Frierson, Ben’s
coach and mentor; to Dominique-René de Lerma for his copious
account of performances and his personal tribute; to Susan
Wadsworth, Director of Young Concert Artists, whose scheduled
performances provided a rich source for Ben to perform throughout
the United States. As you read Ben’s biography you will encounter
numerous accounts of sources and personal contacts that enriched
Ben’s musical journey.

The services of my co-author, Nevilla E.
Ottley, have been invaluable to this project as typist of my
long-hand manuscripts to booklet format. This format will serve
primarily to present to a prospective publisher that Ms. Ottley
will procure. She has patiently endured my intense multiple
proof-readings.

Read with your curiosity, constructive
criticism and compassion. Though I have written and had published
multiple educational articles as an English teacher, this endeavor
is my first at writing a book—my “Voyage Perilous.”

Mayme Wilkins Holt
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Childhood Years
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Mrs. Mayme Wilkins Holt and 5-year-old

son, Ben Edward Holt, Jr. visiting

Hampton Institute

On September 24, 1955, a man child was born.
Even, then, wise beyond his hours, this child said to the world, “I
come bearing gifts, for I am an apostle of musical enlightenment,
out to endorse the universality of song. Artistic honesty is at the
heart of my professional credo.” From that day forward, this
winsome child nurtured his special gifts. His mother sensed Ben’s
vocal potential even when he was age 4, as she listened to him
singing:

Get on the wagon, get
on the wagon,

Get on the wagon and
we’ll all take a ride!

as he scooted his little red wooden wagon
across the floor. Of course, mothers tend to think their kids are
very special.

In 1961, this six-year-old African Indian
American boy was spotted by his Takoma Elementary School principal,
Mrs. Rogers, for his remarkable boy soprano voice. Mrs. Rogers
notified the D. C. Visiting Music Instructor, Maurice Murphy, that
he must hear this child’s outstanding vocal talent. Truly, Ben’s
gift was no ordinary voice.

Later, Ben’s mom directed him toward the
Community Singers of Washington, D. C., a choral group for youth.
Mrs. Holt carefully saw to it that Ben would not be exposed to an
exploitive situation in his early years.
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Ben as a very little lad in Mrs. Brent’s piano
studio

It was when Ben was five years old that his
parents arranged for him to take piano lessons from Mrs. Lillian
Brent. Ben did not like the idea of having to count the beat for
each note, so he would ask his teacher to play his selection. Mrs.
Brent soon caught on to his scheme. After two years, Mrs. Brent
advised that Ben was not really ready to apply himself for piano
lessons. His mother, however, decided she was not going to let Ben
give up music, so she gave him the choice of another instrument.
Ben’s first choice was drums. His mom grabbed her head and
exclaimed, “God forbid!” to which Ben replied, “How about a
guitar?” Mom pleasingly agreed. It did not take long for Ben to
realize that the piano was very basic indeed. Once again, everyone
was musically happy in the Holt household. Ben began lessons at
Dale Music Company Studio in Silver Spring, Maryland. He loved it!
To his surprise, he learned that regardless of what instrument one
chooses, one has to learn to count the beat for each note!

It was in 1966 that Aubrey Maurice Murphy,
Director of Music at Metropolitan Methodist Church of Baltimore,
Maryland, presented Ben as boy soprano in Mendelssohn’s oratorio,
Elijah. Parishioners were astonished at the 11-year-old’s
remarkable voice.
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Young Ben at the piano

Let’s press the time machine button and fast
forward to January 16, 1989, where we will meet that once
six-year-old boy, now performing the title role of Mendelssohn’s
Elijah. According to music critic, Clifton Noble, Jr. of The
Springfield University News, “baritone Ben Holt, with dramatic
operatic vocal powers, castigated the children of Israel with stern
compassion, decried the priests of Baal in a voice of dangerous
calm, and reserved an innermost well of heartfelt emotion for the
aria ‘It Is Enough, Lord, take away my life’. Holt’s high A in the
aria ‘Is Not His Word Like a Fire,’ no mean feat for a baritone,
was purely amazing.”
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Adult Ben with his mother, Mayme

Let’s press the time machine button again and
travel back to the late 1960s. After graduation from Takoma
Elementary School in Northwest Washington, D. C., Ben attended Paul
Junior High School. As a student there, he became a latch-key youth
because his mother, Mrs. Mayme Wilkins Holt, was teaching English
at the J.E.B. Stuart High School in Falls Church, Virginia (Fairfax
County Public School System). Circumstances at Paul Junior High
began to demand a change for peace of mind and Ben’s safety. Thus,
Mrs. Holt, now a single parent, decided to have Ben transferred to
the J.E.B. Stuart High School.

Growing vocally and spiritually, Ben was
enrolled in the Takoma Park Baptist Church (TPBC) Sunday School of
Washington, D.C., where he was richly mentored in the Scriptures.
On April 5, 1970, Ben, by his own decision, was baptized into
membership in the TPBC. With its historically white membership,
TPBC was no typical Baptist Church. His mother, Mayme Holt, had
already joined in 1967 under the pastorate of Dr. Paul G.
Gillespie, who welcomed this new membership. At TPBC, Ben continued
his early years of singing in the choir under director James
Rogers, whose musical leadership often led some choristers to
become semi-professional singers.
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J.E.B. Stuart Years

Ben’s transfer to J.E.B. Stuart High School
was truly a turning point in his vocal career, for it was at Stuart
that he met Robert Rooks, Chair of the Music Department. Mr. Rooks
became Ben’s first professional voice teacher. It was Mr. Rooks who
exposed the Stuart concert choir, of which Ben was a member, to
performances with professional symphony orchestras, an experience
which led to the Concert Choir’s performance at the John F. Kennedy
Center in the production of Amahl and the Night Visitors. Ben
appeared as Kaspar in their production. It was under Mr. Rooks’
mentorship and as Ben’s first professional voice teacher that Ben
realized the career that he was destined as a singer.
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Oberlin and Juilliard Years

Upon graduating as an honor student from
J.E.B. Stuart High School, June 15, 1973, Ben enrolled at the
Oberlin Conservatory of Music, where he met the noted baritone,
Andrew Frierson, who became his next voice teacher, coach and
mentor. When Mr. Frierson decided to leave the Oberlin faculty and
return to New York, Ben made the decision to withdraw from Oberlin
in order to continue his coaching under Mr. Frierson. This was a
decision that struck Ben’s father with greatest resentment. Ben
Junior’s wishes, however, were to yield to a gut feeling. “I have
to follow this person.” The teacher, Andrew Frierson, “took an
incredible interest in me from the very first. I guess he was a
[substitute] father figure. He even has the same birthday as my
father.” Ben’s father was not overcome with delight when his son
and only child announced a determination to be a classical singer.
Ben said, “He wanted me to become a doctor and take care of him in
his old age.” Much later, however, after seeing Ben perform, his
dad said “I realized what I had sired,” and the objection
faded.

In making this choice, Ben was able to allow
Frierson to build on the groundwork laid for him as a student in
the music department at J.E.B. Stuart High School in Falls Church,
Virginia, where “they didn’t treat us like students; they treated
us like young musicians.” Choosing to work with Andrew Frierson
“simply allowed me
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