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Run-DMC visits one of the 
fi rst radio stations to play 

a majority of rap music, 
Richmond's WKIE.
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BY CRAIG BELCHER

Richmond 
rap pioneers 
cleared the 
way for 
hip-hop’s 
takeover
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fi rst radio stations to play 

���
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The Royal Sound Crew 
was among the fi rst to 
present hip-hop to live 

audiences in Richmond.
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One sign of hip-hop’s growing 
appeal beyond its niche audience in 
the 1980s was a 1984 novelty record-
ing by John Small and John Small Jr. 
with Barry Ware, a group of musi-
cians who may have have released 
the fi rst local rap record. The record-
ing, issued on a 45, is a version of an 
English drinking song called “Seven 
Drunken Nights.” 

“[It] always was weird that … tech-
nically the first rap record out of 

Richmond … has to be like a novelty 
record,” says Marty Key, a collector of 
Richmond-based music. ”It’s actually 
not a bad early rap record, I mean, for 
the most part.”

The Smalls and Ware may have 
beaten every aspiring rapper in town 
to wax, but their one-off  recording 
followed a line of comedic, hal� eart-
ed a� empts at mimicking rap that 
were plentiful during that era. Come-
dian Rodney Dangerfi eld, producer 

Mel Brooks, bodyguard-turned-ac-
tor Mr. T and the Chicago Bears all 
released “raps” in the early 1980s, 
most of them best left unheard. 
Like their celebrity counterparts, 
the members of the Richmond trio 
weren’t connected to the hip-hop 
scene that was building momentum 
around the city. 

The artists who would make the 
fi rst real rap records locally were infl u-
enced by hip-hop’s pioneers, artists 
such as Kurtis Blow, the Treacherous 
Three, Grandmaster Flash and other 
New York City-based acts. The fi rst 
hip-hop record by serious Richmond 
artists was by M.C.I., short for Mas-
ters of Conversation Inc., on the T Port 
Factory label, based in Richmond’s 
North Side. The group, consisting of 
AMC, J-Ski, Everlasting and Kevi-Kev, 
benefi ted from a connection to the 
late Eric E. Stanley, a local DJ known 
for supporting a variety of music. 

����������������������������������
in Richmond who were some of the fi rst to call themselves 
rappers, along with the music industry that grew up around 
them in the late 1980s, before the term “hip-hop” became 
mainstream. Many of them released their music to little 
fanfare and are still considered obscure, except to collectors 
of “random rap” who will pay hundreds of dollars for original 
pressings of the music. Part of Richmond’s storied music 
history, these artists created their version of a new kind of 
music that would eventually dominate American pop culture. 

The Fat Boys were among 
many rappers who came 

by WKIE in the late 1980s.
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Their 1985 recording “Commandments 
b/w Think About It” is a solid slice of 
electro hip-hop with melodic elements 
and braggadocio rhymes typical of the 
era. Released in 1985, it’s now a valuable 
collector’s item.  

A year later, a record label called 
Style, based in Richmond’s South Side, 
emerged, dropping a series of singles 
from artists such as M.C. Rockwale, 
American Express, Mahogany, La Rich 
and the Dream, and others. The label 
was run by local musician, producer 
and provocateur August Moon, who 
started another label called Urban 
Beat with many of the same artists, as 
well as rapper Cool Carl. Both labels 
are known for the quantity of their 
releases, rather than their quality, with 
some exceptions.

Another local musician, named Lil’ 
Walter, known for fronting the band 
Lil’ Walter and The Average Black & 
White Band in the 1970s, decided he 

wanted to enter the rap game as well. 
He ran late-night advertisements on 
television looking for rappers, and 
then he waited to hear back. Jermain 
Hartsfield, known as Jay Quan, and 
his partner, Divine, called the number 
on the screen, and the duo, known 
as the Too Def Crew, auditioned for 
Lil’ Walter the next day. They would 
record two songs, “Jay” and “Slow and 
Mellow,” for the Hopewell-based Think 
Tank label; they were released on a 45 
in 1987. The single got the group some 
regional attention and put them on 
stages opening for established groups 
such as Heavy D and the Boyz, Just-
Ice and Public Enemy. The songs may 
be obscure now, but there is a high 
demand for the recording.

“As far as the value of the record 
now … the highest I’ve seen it sell was 
for $600,” Hartsfi eld says. “It’s mostly 
... international sales in Japan and 
Helsinki, Finland, and places like that. 

They have a genre over there, what 
they call ‘random rap’ … rap that just 
didn't make it. It is very obscure, and 
the rarer the be¢ er. So ours is ... very 
rare because I know there’s not more 
than 1,000 copies.” 

Too Def Crew also benefited by 
being label mates with another rap duo, 
Z Rock. The two members of the group, 
El Bravador and DJ MC Fresh, would 
alter the Richmond radio landscape in 
1987 with a rap-heavy format broadcast 
at the far end of the AM radio dial, on 
1540 AM WKIE.

������������
���������

Radio ruled in the late 1980s, as it 
had in years prior. On the AM band, 
there were two stations playing R&B 
and soul music, WANT and WENZ. 
On FM, Richmonders could pick up 
WPLZ, an urban contemporary sta-
tion that broadcast from Petersburg. 

The Too Def Crew 
were among the 

fi rst rappers from 
Richmond to 

release a recording. 
Their single “Jay / 
Nice and Slow” on 

Think Tank Records 
dropped in 1987.dropped in 1987.
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An arcane sunset law forced the AM 
stations to sign off  before dark, while 
FM stations could rock all night. Rap 
music wasn’t a big part of the stations’ 
playlists — you might hear a hip-hop 
hit here and there, but most radio pro-
grammers were generally frightened 
by the aggressive sound of rap and 
didn’t want to off end their listeners 
with what seemed to them like people 
yelling over noise. 

Mikki Spencer, now known as the 
Virginia Lo� ery “Draw Show” host, 
was the program director at WKIE. 
She says she realized that if the sta-
tion wanted to stand out, it needed to 
make a change.

“It was pre� y calculated,” she says 
of the decision to shi�  to a hip-hop 
format. “We couldn’t compete playing 
the same music.” 

The switch came a few months 
after the Z Rock Crew, often joined 
by DJ Sir RJ, started their rap radio 
show “Scratch,” which aired on 
Sunday a� ernoon for four hours on 
WKIE. The show’s focus became the 
new format for the station, making it 
one of only three in the country that 
played a majority of hip-hop. Spencer 
says the switch wasn’t an easy sell to 
the consortium of African American 
doctors who owned WKIE. 

“They had no interest in us playing 
hip-hop and rap,” she recalls. “I mean, 
they were like, ‘Nobody wants to hear 
that music. Our people want to hear 
jazz and R&B.’ And we're like, ‘Yeah, 
but our people aren't listening. So 
let's go in to the people who will listen 
and garner some numbers and make 
some money from sales.’ So we had 
to sell them on it. But we got them to 
come around.”

El Bravador and Fresh became 
the brand of the station. Of course, it 
didn’t hurt that El Bravador’s broth-
er, a disc jockey known as Chocolate 
Chip, already worked at WKIE. If you 

GRANDMASTER JAY, the DJ who 
inspired some of Richmond’s 
rap trailblazers years ago, isn't 
revered by much of the hip-hop 
community at large, as he is known 
for pretending to perform while 
another DJ’s recorded mix played. 

In 2013, Grandmaster Jay, 
aka John Fitzgerald Johnson and 
John Jay Fitzgerald Johnson, 
appeared in a video demonstrating 
equipment designed by a compa-
ny called Beamz for use by DJs. 
The clip went viral after hip-hop 
fans noticed that Grandmaster 
Jay’s mix was actually a recorded 
performance by DJ Jazzy Jeff  that 
included the voice of Richmond’s 
Mad Skillz, who toured with Jazzy 
Jeff  for several years. The video 
was later deleted, along with 
Grandmaster Jay’s Wikipedia page, 
which shared questionable claims 
about his DJ career. If he had 
wanted to achieve notoriety in the 
music industry, he succeeded, as 
his “performance” and alleged hip-
hop achievements were discred-
ited by true pioneers like DJ Jazzy 
Jeff , who confi rmed that it was 
actually his work being copied, 
and Grandmaster Flash, a DJ in the 

Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, who said 
he had never heard of Grandmas-
ter Jay, despite Johnson’s claims of 
being one of his contemporaries. 

Unable to repair his reputation 
in the music industry, Johnson 
turned to politics, repurposing his 
ability to get attention and infl u-
ence people. He ran for president 
in 2016. A few years later, the 
Army veteran founded a paramili-
tary organization known as NFAC 
(Not F---ing Around Coalition), 
which he has referred to as a 
“Black militia.” The Atlanta-based 
group has marched in Kentucky, 
Louisiana and Georgia demanding 
accountability for deaths at the 
hands of police and the removal 
of Confederate monuments. Some 
reports say the group has a mem-
bership in the thousands. 

In January, Johnson, 57, was 
arrested at his Cincinnati home 
and charged in connection with 
an incident in Louisville, Ken-
tucky, where it is alleged that 
he pointed a rifl e toward police 
offi  cers, according to reports. 
If convicted, Johnson, who was 
not detained, could face up to 20 
years in federal prison. —CB

��������������������
Richmond rap pioneer now leads a 'Black militia'

Grandmaster Jay with the NFAC at a 
demonstration for police shooting 
victim Breonna Taylor in Kentucky

Grandmaster Jay with the NFAC at a 

victim Breonna Taylor in Kentucky
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tuned in to the station back then, you’d 
hear songs from artists like Boogie 
Down Productions, Jungle Brothers, 
Big Daddy Kane and MC Lyte, as well as 
music from local artists in Richmond’s 
growing hip-hop scene. Even without 
social media, it wasn’t hard to tell the 
crew was having an eff ect in the city 
— and beyond. 

With WKIE being one of the few 
stations playing mostly rap music, 
record labels took notice. They started 
sending their artists down to WKIE’s 
Wilkinson Road studio for interviews. 
LL Cool J, The Fat Boys, Run-DMC and 
Eric B. stopped by. Spencer had become 
a part of the male-dominated hip-
hop industry and was o� en the only 
woman in the room when rappers and 
their entourages would hang out, but 
she never felt like she didn’t belong. 

“Well, I was very comfortable, 

because, quite frankly, I was in charge,” 
she says, laughing. “When the record 
companies knew that we were playing 
hip-hop, we got a lot of a� ention, a lot 
of availability of artists, because we 
were the only ones in town playing 
the music.” 

The moment of truth came when a 
concert was planned for the Richmond 
Coliseum, the WKIE Rap A� ack Show, 
featuring MC Shan, Heavy D and the 
Boyz, and Salt-N-Pepa. It was promoted 
almost exclusively with commercials 
on WKIE.  

“We just about sold out the Colise-
um,” says El Bravador, who held the 
position of announcer/on-air DJ. “We 
knew we had something.” 

Hip-hop was something other sta-
tions weren’t ready for. 

“They didn’t know how to take it. 
They were a li� le afraid of it,” El Bra-

vador recalls. “You know, we put a dent 
in Magic’s [WPLZ FM’s] number, and 
being just a daytime AM station, we 
put a dent in their number.”  

It wasn’t long before the corpora-
tions that owned the stations on the 
FM band fi gured it out, though, and 
slowly began to add rap songs to their 
playlists. The Z Rock Crew and the all-
rap format, faced with competition 
from stations who stayed on the air 
all day with stronger signals, were gone 
by the end of 1989. WKIE switched to 
reggae music and went off  the air a few 
months later. But the station hasn’t 
been forgotten by people who were 
influenced by the groundbreaking 
eff orts of its employees. 

 “WKIE was defi nitely infl uential,” 
says local DJ Lonnie B., who recalls 
listening to the station on his back 
porch while playing Nintendo. “Just in 
my love and knowledge [of] hip-hop, 
because, you know, that was probably 
one of the fi rst to play as much hip-hop 
as they did. All those guys are legend-
ary to me. They're all pioneers.” 

���������
The Z Rock Crew also propelled the 
local hip-hop scene, which continued 
to develop during their era. In 1988, a 
young trio called the Awesome Three-
some put out a single titled “Looking 
Good,” and they later signed with 
RCA Records, becoming one of the 
fi rst groups from Richmond to land a 
deal with a major record label. Their 
sole release, “Nice and Slow,” would 
be marred by a pressing mistake that 
omi� ed certain songs from most copies 
of their 12-inch record. 

Dr. Mixx released a three-song EP 
on Force Records in 1989, featuring 
music from C-Love, Devastatin’ D, 
and Shrlock and the JVC Rocks. The 
record is a valued collectible, known 
for its “paste-up” cover of the Richmond 
skyline, one of the fi rst local rap discs 
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Above, from left: LL Cool J, WKIE 
Program Director Mikki Spencer 

and Eric B. on a visit to the 
station; Below: Spencer today
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to have something more than a white 
cardboard sleeve. 

Also in 1989, the first regional 
hit from Richmond’s hip-hop scene 
dropped. Based around a James Brown 
sample, “Funk Motor” by Mr. Melody 
is remembered for its irresistible beat 
and rhymes that shout out “North Side, 
yeah, Richmond,” as well as the song’s 
producer, “Mad.” Unlike other local rap-
pers, Mr. Melody, aka Michael Braxton, 

didn’t align himself with established 
artists to put his music out. He paid 
his own way and sold records out of 
his trunk.  

“I was the financier,” Braxton 
says. “What was I doing at that time?  
Probably much more of a hustler 
than anything.” 

The record got so much a� ention 
that Braxton found himself at the 
home of Russell Simmons, then the 

head of Def Jam, one of the top labels 
for hip-hop at the time, who consid-
ered adding Mr. Melody to the Def 
Jam roster.  

“Russell listened to all of the produc-
tion stuff  that we had and told us, ‘Nice 
music, kid, but the South will never 
be jumpin’,” Braxton says and laughs. 
“Look at what the South is doing now!” 

Mr. Melody signed with a label out 
of Philadelphia that distributed the 
record. He performed on the strength 
of the single for more than a year, open-
ing shows for R&B singers En Vogue, 
rappers Masta Ace, Big Daddy Kane, 
Craig G and others. 

Braxton credits a high school class-
mate, known as Grandmaster Jay, 
whom he remembers as a “great, great 
rapper,” for ge� ing him interested in 
hip-hop. They both attended John 
Marshall High School.

 “At the end of the day, between Run-
DMC and the Richmonder by the name 
of Grandmaster Jay … [they] inspired me 
and gave me that bug,” he says. “El Bra-
vador can back it up. We watched him. 
I carried his turntables. This guy was 
supposedly from New York and living 
in Richmond. He had all the stuff  from 
New York. He had that authentic stuff .” 
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“Russell Simmons told us, 
‘Nice music, kid, but the South 
will never be jumpin’. Look at 
what the South is doing now!”
�������������������������������

Left: Mr. Melody (bottom) 
and crew; Below: Mr. Melody 
(aka Michael Braxton)  today
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 Grandmaster Jay, a DJ group called 
Royal Sound Crew and many others 
were influential in the early days of 
hip-hop, even if their music didn’t 
make it onto records during that time. 
In recent years, Grandmaster Jay has 
pursued other interests, garnering con-
siderable a� ention. (See Page 78.)

 While Mr. Melody kept “Funk Motor” 
running months a� er its release, anoth-
er act entered the scene, backed up by 
dancers, an energetic stage show and 
a well-known promoter, Steve Branch. 
Richmond had seen nothing like M.C. 
Ruf and Obsession. They were decked 
out with their chests out, had their own 
stage show and were the fi rst group to 
put their images on the cover of a local 
record, posing around a luxury vehicle 
outside of Virginia Union University for 
“Can Make You Dance,” released in 1990.  

“He didn’t have the greatest talent, 
or the greatest gi�  for rappin’, but he 
was persistent and continued to hone 
his cra� ,” Branch says of Ruf. “Because 
when he fi rst came to me, as a barber, 
he couldn't rap, but he wanted to be a 
rapper. And he learned how to become 
a rapper.” 

Branch, who owned the bygone 
popular nightclub Ivory's Uptown 
Lounge, saw the rise of hip-hop at 
the local level and took advantage of 
the opportunities this presented. He 
started promoting shows with rap acts 
and reaping the benefi ts. He wasn’t the 
only one: Promoter Hosea “The Great 
Hosea” Fox brought “The Fresh Fest,” 
one of Richmond’s fi rst rap concerts, 
to the Richmond Coliseum, featuring 
Run-DMC, Kurtis Blow, Whodini, the 
Fat Boys and Newcleus in 1984. The 
fi rst show Branch held in 1984, called 
the “Funkathon,” was at the Arthur 
Ashe Center and featured Run-DMC. 

“We sold it out with 6,000 people, 
and in that time frame, we paid Run-
DMC only $3,500,” he says. “Two to 
three weeks later, we was trying to line 
up four or fi ve more dates to take them 
on tour. Thirty days later, they were 

getting $100,000 a night, selling out 
arenas and coliseums all around the 
country. They never looked back. Hip-
hop and rap was going out of orbit.” 

Branch had three record labels, the 
names of which referred to his night-
club: I.U.L., Ivory Star International and 
Ivory. Another artist under his wing 
was G.Q. Vocalist, whose single “Funky 
Music” made use of Wild Cherry’s hit 
“Play That Funky Music” and was pop-
ular in the Hampton area. But a� er a 
few years, Branch shu� ered his labels 
and moved on. M.C. Ruf died in May 
of last year. 

“We just had a vision and a dream,” 
Branch says of Ruf. “And he would not 
be denied as far as what he wanted to 
do. And regardless as to how someone 
may have looked at his talent, before he 
got polished, he was determined that 
he was going to be a successful artist.” 

���������
���������

Hip-hop music is a contemporary art 
form, built on the sounds and cultur-

al artifacts that existed at its creation, 
but past works o� en go unacknowl-
edged. Today, some of the names of 
Richmond’s rap pioneers are better 
known among clusters of record col-
lectors overseas than in the neighbor-
hoods where they grew up. But as leery 
program directors learned decades ago, 
hip-hop isn’t going away. 

Some of Richmond’s early rappers 
were part of a 2017 documentary, “Hip 
Hop Legends of Central Virginia,” pro-
duced by El Bravador. The DJ is prepar-
ing a remixed version of the project, 
which includes interviews with artists 
and producers from recent years. 

An exhibition opening May 22 at 
the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, “The 
Dirty South: Contemporary Art, Materi-
al Culture, and the Sonic Impulse,” will 
include artifacts from Richmond’s Mad 
Skillz, the rapper who boosted the pro-
fi le of the city and state with his 1994 
debut, “From Where.” 

From novelty item to museum exhi-
bition, the story of Richmond’s hip-hop 
scene is still being wri� en. R

M.C. Ruf brought 
showmanship 

and style to the 
local hip-hop 
scene, with 

danceable music, 
fl y gear, attitude 

and marketing 
muscle. muscle. 
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As one of the only 
orchestras led by a 

majority-female team, 
and one of the few 

that has continued live 
performances during 

the pandemic, the 
Richmond Symphony 

blazes a trail 

BY DON HARRISON
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CAN’T STOP
THE MUSIC
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Valentina Peleggi 
conducts the Richmond 
Symphony Orchestra's 
Masterworks concert 
“Metamorphosen” in 
November 2020.

JAMES H. LOVING, COURTESY RICHMOND SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA
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ALLING FROM HER 
HOME IN FLORENCE, 
Italy, the Richmond Sym-
phony's new music direc-
tor, Valentina Peleggi, has 

laughter in her voice when she’s asked 
about the symphony's recent shift to 
female leadership.

“Female leadership?" she repeats. “I 
didn’t notice.”

Peleggi, the former conductor of the 
São Paulo Symphony Orchestra in 
Brazil and director of its chorus, has 
led prestigious ensembles across the 
globe, including the Royal Philharmon-
ic Orchestra in London — the BBC 
called her a rising star of opera and 
classical music. The first Italian woman 
to enter the Royal Academy of Music 
in London, she’s constantly peppered 
with questions about being a female 

in the rarified, male-dominated field of 
music conducting.

“I reply with a simple comment:  
It doesn’t exist, female leadership or 
female conductors,” she says. “The only 
thing that exists are bad leadership and 
bad conductors or good leadership and 
good conductors.” 

Peleggi joined the Richmond Sympho-
ny last summer as its first female music 
director. The symphony’s top leadership 
— its executive director, music director, 
associate conductor, chief planner and 
chorus leader — are now all women, 
which is nearly unheard of in the region-
al orchestra business. 

The chairman of RSO’s 42 member 
board of directors, George Mahoney, says 
it just worked out this way. “We set out 
to find the very best we could, and we 
hired the very best we could,” he says.  

C

ABOVE: 
Concertmaster 
Daisuke 
Yamamoto 
performs at  
RSO's socially 
distanced concert 
“Metamorphosen.”

Feature_Richmond Symphony_0421.indd   76Feature_Richmond Symphony_0421.indd   76 3/18/21   4:43 PM3/18/21   4:43 PM

He says it’s a pivotal moment in the 
history of the symphony, which has an 
annual budget of $6.5 million. “Every 
single one of our department heads, plus 
the two leaders of the organization, have 
come on the job in the last 15 months,” 
he says. “That's remarkable for any orga-
nization. But when you add COVID in, it 
really has been an amazing test.”

Lacey Huszcza assumed the role of 
executive director in January, a position 
formerly held by David Fisk, who left 
Richmond last summer after 18 years to 
head the Charlotte Symphony. Huszcza 
says RSO’s stellar reputation was what 
brought her here from the Las Vegas 
Philharmonic. Richmond, after all, was 
prestigious enough to be chosen as host 
of the Menuhin Competition, the “Olym-
pics of the Violin,” only the second U.S. 
city so honored. (The competition will 
take place virtually May 14-23 after it was 
postponed last year.) 

And the idea of forming something 
unique was an exciting prospect for 
Huszcza, too. “One of the many reasons 
I was interested in the position was work-
ing alongside a woman music director,” 
she says. “And knowing the personalities 
of everyone here, I think that the public 
will feel a difference in the way we inter-

act … but I don't know if it will be specif-
ically because we are women.”

“We've had female leaders here in the 
organization for years,” says Erin Free-
man, director of the 150-member, all- 
volunteer Richmond Symphony Chorus. 
She cites longtime principal viola player 
Molly Sharp and former associate con-
ductor Marin Alsop, now music director 
of the Baltimore Symphony. “We've been 
here all along.”

Freeman has served since 2007 in mul-
tiple capacities within RSO, including 
associate conductor. She's also the resi-
dent conductor of the Richmond Ballet, 
director of choral activities at Virginia 
Commonwealth University and the artis-
tic director of Wintergreen Music, an 
annual summer music festival at Win-
tergreen Resort. 

“There are assumptions about what 
a conductor is, based on the history and 

the caricature and the characterization 
of conductors in the media,” she says. “I 
probably get questions because I’m not 
a man with shocking white hair, flipping 
around like we all saw in our first expo-
sure to a conductor, which was probably 
[Disney’s] ‘Fantasia.’ ”

PLAYING THROUGH UNCERTAINTY 
Using only its 39 core, full-time, salaried 
musicians during this time of social dis-
tancing, the Richmond Symphony is also 
rare among the nation’s orchestras — 
including heavyweights such as the New 
York Philharmonic and the San Francis-
co Symphony — in that it hasn’t let the 
pandemic stop the music. 

“We didn’t think it would be possible 
to continue playing unless we could do 
something different,” Mahoney says. “So 
we started a quiet fundraising campaign 
across the community, and we have had 
amazing financial support.” He declines 
to reveal how much has been raised — “it’s 
still underway” — but he says it made the 
difference. “We’ve been able to continue 
without furloughs, without layoffs, and 
we’ve been able to deliver our Master-
works performances every month.”  

“It’s amazing that the symphony has 
continued performing throughout the 
pandemic,” adds Huszcza, “both to a 
reduced live audience and to a virtual 
audience. That’s really rare in our indus-
try right now.” 
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“We didn’t think it would 
be possible to continue 
playing unless we could  
do something different.”

RIGHT:  
Valentina Peleggi 
(left), the Richmond 
Symphony's new 
music director, with 
Lacey Huszcza, 
RSO's new 
executive director

—GEORGE MAHONEY, RICHMOND SYMPHONY BOARD CHAIRMAN
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Pre-pandemic, the Richmond Sympho-
ny typically played for 850 to 1,100 patrons 
per concert. With socially distanced con-
certs, that number has ranged from 150 
to 250 in person, with an average of 600 
households purchasing “Watch From 
Home” tickets for the performances, says 
Frances Sterling, director of advancement 
and patron communications.  

Uncertainty is the main obstacle going 
forward, Huszcza says. “We don’t know 
when we’ll get back to having a normal 
audience. We are approaching the imme-
diate future in two ways. At least for the 
fall, we assume that we’ll have the same 
restrictions we have today, ... and then 
we have a secondary plan where every-
thing opens back up and we have full 
audiences again.”

Assuming her music director duties 
in June 2020, in the thick of the shut-
down, Peleggi says there have been many 
challenges during her transition. For one, 
it’s impossible to rehearse a symphony 
orchestra via videoconference. 

“We are allowed because of social dis-
tancing to have up to 24 players at the 
same time onstage,” she says, adding that 
she hasn’t experienced the full RSO since 
March of last year, when she gave her 
audition concerts. “It’s been a tough chal-

lenge to think of ways for me to rehearse 
all of them.” Pre-pandemic, the symphony 
featured 70 musicians in performances. 

She has gotten to know the orches-
tra in smaller combos “with everyone 
involved. So in the span of one month, I 
had a sense of the string section, wood-
wind section, brass sections.” She and the 
RSO brain trust also came up with musi-
cal choices that would lend themselves 
to a smaller ensemble.

RSO’s principal trumpet player and 
musician spokesperson, Sam Huss, says 
that he and many of his fellow players 
have become enamored with Peleggi. 
“The first time we played with her, it was 
a different kind of energy level than I’d 
ever experienced anywhere,” he says. “And 
many of my colleagues said the same 
thing. The conductor is kind of like the 
choreographer of the symphony, and the 
way she uses the baton is exciting to 
watch, and it makes the other players 
want to play more intensely.” 

The feeling is mutual, Peleggi says. 
“Ten minutes into my first rehearsal in 
March, I instantly fell in love with this 
symphony. They have a way of playing 
that is absolutely generous ... they move 
together, they are in touch, they look at 
each other, they are family. ... I like to 

think that a piece of music is like the sea. 
You move together. Everybody has to be 
connected to the others. And the conduc-
tor leads the way.”  

This past season, the orchestra used 
its limited players in creative ways, says 
Chia-Hsuan Lin, the symphony’s associ-
ate conductor. “Right now, you see a vari-
ety of configurations that go into cre-
ative programming, like a concert just 
for woodwinds, or for strings. Last year 
we did brass ensembles in the ‘Let It 
Snow’ concert.”

In her role as chorus director, Free-
man has been forced to learn and use a 
lot of new technology — “I had avoided 
it for so long,” she says — piecing togeth-
er individual performances transferred 
online and creating what are, in a sense, 
music videos for the symphony’s virtual 
presentations. “I make reference record-
ings, they sing along with them, then 

they record themselves in their living 
room. I line everyone’s voices, edit them, 
and put either video or still pictures 
with them.”

The symphony’s educational arm, 
headed by Walter Bitner, launched a 
virtual school of the arts for quaran-
tined students, staffed by symphony 
musicians. “It opens up new opportuni-
ties for them to play virtually and show 
children and adults the kind of educa-
tion we can provide,” Mahoney says. 
“Necessity created a need for it, but no 
symphony has been able to put togeth-
er a school of music during COVID like 
we have and make a success of it.”

The symphony’s livestreams of Mas-
terworks and Pops concerts took a little 
time for the musicians to get used to, 
trumpeter Huss says. "You feel that the 
pressure is on, having the camera there 
and seeing it zoom in on you. You are 
maybe a little more conscious of how 

BELOW: 
Hourlong Rush Hour 
concerts such as this 
2019 performance at 
Hardywood Park 
Craft Brewery have 
helped the Richmond 
Symphony reach 
new audiences. 

Feature_Richmond Symphony_0421.indd   78Feature_Richmond Symphony_0421.indd   78 3/18/21   4:43 PM3/18/21   4:43 PM

R I C H M O N D M A G . C O M 79

you dressed that night, or all the different 
motions that you do, but I think we got 
accustomed to it. It’s one of the things I 
hope that we continue when we get back 
to normal.” 

Lin agrees: “Virtual is definitely dif-
ferent.” When she’s not conducting, she 
works with the camera crew to accen-
tuate the drama of the online presen-
tations. “I’ll be reading the score and 
calling out the different instruments or 
events that will happen, so the video 
director can assign the camera to get 
those timed shots. You get to see the 
close-up movements, how the bows 
bounce on the strings, the different 
finger movement."

She, too, hopes virtual concerts will 
continue when things go back to normal. 
For one thing, these online feeds have 
helped her to stay in touch with her 
family back home in Taiwan. 

“They love it,” she says. “They’re like, 
‘We didn’t know!’ My folks had never 
been to one of my live concerts. Can 
you imagine?” 

Board chair Mahoney says that time 
will tell. “I do think that web streaming 
makes the music more accessible. There 
will be a time, maybe this fall, when we 
can bring full audiences back, but I don’t 
think we’ll totally go back to the way 
things were before.”

The Menuhin Competition Richmond 
2021 will be produced, streamed and tele-
vised by VPM, with events viewable on 
the Menuhin Competition Richmond 2021 
website, The Violin Channel and on social 
media. Competitors will submit videos 
of their performances for judging, and 
the prerecorded entries will be shown 
during the competition, with winners 
announced at the end of each round. 
Winners will be invited to Richmond for 
a live concert post-COVID.

MUSIC FOR ALL
Today, it’s all about diversity and remain-
ing relevant, symphony administrators 
and performers stress. Most attribute the 
RSO’s recent social awakening to Jennifer 
Arnold, RSO’s director of artistic planning 
and orchestral operations. A former 
Oregon Symphony violinist, she arrived 

in Richmond in 2019 from her work as a 
Diversity Fellow in Arts Administration 
for the nonprofit Sphinx Organization.

“I never grew up thinking that the 
symphony was not for me. And I’m an 
African American who grew up in Cin-
cinnati, OK?” Arnold says, laughing. “The 
music is for all of us. We are trying to get 
to a place where there is access for every-
one to the symphony.”

“Since we brought in Jen Arnold, our 
programming has taken a huge turn to 
be much more inclusive of marginalized 
composers,” says double bass player Matt 
Gold, name-dropping Jesse Montgomery 
as one of the Black composers whose 
music the symphony has explored. “That 
is definitely not something we would 
have done before.”

Huss says the musicians have been 
among those pushing hardest for more 
socially conscious programming. “Repre-
sentation really matters,” he says. “I mean, 
to be an active art, you need to be active 
in these political issues. Looking at this 
past season, we’ve had an African Amer-
ican conductor, performer or composer 
on just about every program.”

Arnold says that RSO was already 
moving forward with progressive pro-
gramming when she arrived. “It was one 
reason why I was drawn to Richmond. It 
was featuring the kind of programming 
that has more to do with how music 
makes you feel, and think — work that 
connects with people, week after week.”

Under David Fisk and Steven Smith, 
who replaced Mark Russell Smith as 
music director in 2010, the RSO did much 
to expand its reach beyond its home at 
the Carpenter Theatre. 

“We are trying to get 
to a place where there 
is access for everyone 
to the symphony.”
—JENNIFER ARNOLD, DIRECTOR OF ARTISTIC 
PLANNING AND ORCHESTRAL OPERATIONS

ERIN FREEMAN 
Richmond Symphony director of 
the Richmond Symphony Chorus 

and James Erb choral chair

CHIA-HSUAN LIN 
Richmond Symphony 
associate conductor

JENNIFER ARNOLD 
Richmond Symphony director 

of artistic planning and 
orchestral operations
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IN 1908, THE FIRST SERIOUS 
ATTEMPT TO ESTABLISH  
an orchestra in Richmond  
emerged, the Richmond Phil-
harmonic Orchestra. Accord-
ing to researcher W.F. Masters 
Jr., who wrote a master's 
thesis on the Richmond Sym-
phony at the University of 
Richmond, it was conducted 
by the well-traveled H. Henry 
Baker, who had previously 
raised a baton at ensembles in 
South Africa, England and 
Scotland. The company dis-
banded 10 years later in the 
flush of World War I.

The first organization to  
call itself “Richmond Sympho-
ny” was formed in 1932  
by Wheeler Beckett, a con-
ductor who had previously 
guest-conducted the Berlin 
and Vienna Philharmonics. 
While initially popular, this 
symphony disbanded in 1936, 
mainly because of Depression- 
era financial difficulties and, 

it was said, a dearth of trained 
local musicians. 

What we know as today’s 
Richmond Symphony started 
in 1957, when a group of 
prominent citizens, led by its 
first board chairman, Brig. 
Gen. Vincent Meyer, formed 
a committee and enlisted 
Norfolk (now Virginia) Sym-
phony conductor Edgar 
Schenkman, a former Juilliard 
music instructor, to be its first 
music director. 

There was a $10,000 budget 
for the RSO’s first three-con-
cert season, which featured a 
60-piece orchestra. A hundred 
community “founders” gave 
$100 each, and the first con-
cert was played at the Mosque, 
now the Altria Theater. With 
ticket prices purposefully set 
low, the initial concerts were 
successful enough that the 
Richmond News-Leader pro-
claimed in a headline, “Sym-
phony Here to Stay.”  

By 1969, the Richmond 
Symphony was firmly estab-
lished and receiving funds 

from both the city and the 
state that enabled it to grow, 
as well as sizable grants  
from nonprofits such as the 
Ford Foundation. 

The pioneering Schenkman, 
who oversaw the RSO's inte-
gration in 1963 with the addi-
tions of Black violinists Thomas 
C. Bridge and Joe Kennedy Jr., 
resigned in 1970 and was 
replaced by French conductor 
Jacques Houtmann, who, 
among other things, estab-
lished the Symphony Chorus, 
tapping James B. Erb to lead. 
He also increased the sympho-
ny's presence in area schools 
with an emphasis on a bur-
geoning youth orchestra. 
Under Houtmann, Masters 
wrote, “The Richmond Sym-
phony and Sinfonia [gave] 
more concerts for children 
than any other orchestra its 
size in the United States.” 

It was also under Hout-
mann that efforts to cross 
over to nonclassical audienc-
es began — for a time in the 
mid ’70s, symphony concerts 
were broadcast on WGOE, a 

progressive rock station. A 
milestone occurred on April 
24, 1977, when the RSO per-
formed at the White House for 
President Jimmy Carter and 
King Hussein of Jordan. 

After a nasty musicians' 
strike, George Manahan re- 
placed Houtmann as music 
director in 1986, and Manah-
an was succeeded by Mark 
Russell Smith 13 years later. 
Through the years, the sym-
phony grew in prestige and 
performed with an impressive 
assortment of music legends, 
from classical royalty includ-
ing Yo-Yo Ma, Jessye Norman 
and Itzhak Perlman to popu-
lar music notables Aretha 
Franklin, Tony Bennett and 
Ray Charles.  

“This organization doesn't 
believe in resting on its lau-
rels," Richmond Symphony 
Chorus Director Erin Freeman 
says. “With each tenure, there's 
been evolution. All of the 
changes that have been made 
are part of the trajectory of 
this organization's willingness 
to move forward.” —DH
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‘SYMPHONY HERE TO STAY’
RICHMOND WOULD NOT BE DENIED ITS OWN CLASSICAL ORCHESTRA;  

THE CITY KEPT TRYING UNTIL IT GOT IT RIGHT

Poster for the Richmond 
Symphony's inaugural season

The founding members of the Richmond Symphony Orchestra in 1932
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In 2015, the organization bought a por-
table stage with a large canopy — “The 
Big Tent” — and began taking Brahms, 
Bizet and Beethoven directly to the 
people. Originally purchased so that the 
symphony could perform at the opening 
ceremony for the UCI World Road Cycling 
Championships, the Big Tent has been set 
up throughout the city and counties and 
has been the site of a bevy of community 
fundraisers, with more than $400,000 
raised toward purchasing musical instru-
ments for Richmond Public Schools.

“The Big Tent has been a wonderful 
innovation for us,” Mahoney says. “There’s 
no other symphony in America that has 
something like this that travels out. Other 
orchestras go out and play in their com-
munity, but they don’t have a stage that 
can go out and bring the music directly 
to where the people are.” 

The symphony also expanded its pro-
gramming from its signature Master-
works and Symphony Pops programs to 
chamber music concerts, a family “Lolli-
pops” series and so-called Rush Hour 
shows — one-hour performances in every-
day places like parks and malls. Then 
there are the concerts given in schools.  

“The things I do here really inspire me 
to look at music in different ways,” Lin 
says. She’s even conducted a chamber 
ensemble and a scuba diving team for a 
live art installation at the Institute for 
Contemporary Art at VCU. “When I got 
here [in 2015], my first concert was at 
Hardywood brewery. I had never seen an 
orchestra playing in a brewery before. It 
kind of opened my eyes. I mean, why not 
classical music in a brewery with people 
enjoying themselves?”

Arnold reveals that the RSO will 
soon ask the public to submit personal 
stories of dealing with the pandemic for 
a special commissioned work to be per-
formed in 2022, but there are many 
other possibilities.  

“If you want to address the George 
Floyd Black Lives Matter protests, you can 
go many ways,” she says. “You can hire 
Black conductors or do pieces like ‘Seven 
Black Voices of the Unarmed,’ a choral 
work by Joel Thompson inspired by the 
killing of African Americans. But you can 

also program concerts focused on the 
environment: There’s Tchaikovsky’s “The 
Season” or Vivaldi’s “Four Seasons,” that’s 
old-school work you can put into a con-
temporary program. This is much more 
meaningful because it speaks to people.

“I mean, you can only sell so many 
tickets to Beethoven’s Fifth.” 

If there’s a single concert that points 
the way to the future, Mahoney says, it 
was Peleggi’s first appearance as music 
director at a Big Tent show held at May-
mont in September.

“It was an event that was much larger 
than just the symphony players playing. 
It was for the community, something that 
we’re really proud of and a model for us 
going forward.” 

“I wanted my first concert here to be 
memorable because listening to live 
music at this time should be special,” 
Peleggi recalls. “We decided to tell the 
stories of the people who lived in May-
mont. We put on a show with five actors 
accompanied by music on stage, reading 
the letters of the African American 
people that lived there. And the audience 
were really enthusiastic, in tears.” 

It was a special night, she says. And 
it had the desired effect. “After the show, 
everyone wanted to know when the next 
concert was.” R

BELOW: 
Principal cello Neal 
Cary performs at 
RSO's socially 
distanced concert 
in November 2020. 
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Life lessons from 
three couples 
who blended their 
separate lives to 
create new homes 
built on love

BY CHRISTINE WINDER
ILLUSTRATIONS BY CARSON MCNAMARA
PHOTOS BY MONICA ESCAMILLA
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The media often portrays a very specifi c 
image of marriage: a young couple falling 
in love and starting their lives together for 
the fi rst time. In truth, the reality is often 
quite diff erent. Some enter a marriage with 
children, ex-spouses or independently 
established lives. These circumstances 
require additional consideration when em-
barking on a new partnership, but they also 
give way to beautifully unique love stories. 

For Mechanicsville couple John and 
Amber Sheridan, online dating brought 
them together despite already knowing 
each other in person, and they married on 
March 14, 2021. John came into the rela-
tionship with his 7-year-old daughter, Lexi, 
and Amber had her two sons, Evan, 16, and 
Owen, 12. 

“It was a thought-out process,” Amber 
says. “We didn’t want to rush into any-
thing, especially given the ages of all the 
diff erent kids.” 

With adult children, such as in the case 
of North Chesterfi eld residents Cynthia 
and David King, creating a new family can 
be diffi  cult following an extended passage 
of time. After they were introduced to one 
another through a mutual neighbor, they 
dated for eight years prior to their April 
17, 2021, wedding. Like the Sheridans, they 
took their time blending their families. Cyn-
thia and David each have an adult daughter, 
Tiff any and Keisha, respectively, each of 
whom felt protective of their parent, pre-
senting a bit of an obstacle to overcome. 

“Bringing David into the mix was a little 
challenging because [my daughter] was just 
used to me,” Cynthia says. 

But in the end, with consideration of 
all parties involved in their union, David 
says they “worked through those hurdles 
and moved forward.” Cynthia adds that 
the girls were eventually accepting because 
the couple dated for so long before getting 
married.  

Julie and Tony Atlas, also of North 
Chesterfi eld, are celebrating their 15th 
wedding anniversary this year, and with 
that milestone comes the knowledge of 
how to maintain a blended family after the 

“I do’s.” With their marriage came a new 
family dynamic in which Tony’s children, 
Corrine and Anthony, who are older, and 
Julie’s daughter, Lara, who’s younger, had 
to navigate life as a unit.

“Blending the family was a concern 
because you have the dynamic of ex-spous-
es, you’ve got the dynamic of the range in 
ages of the kids, and the overall dynamic 
of how everyone’s going to fi t into the time 
frame,” Tony says. 

Brian Mayer, a licensed clinical social 
worker and owner of Full Circle Coaching, 
often works with couples in the process of 
merging their two families. Most often his 
clients have been married and divorced pre-
viously, with one or both parties bringing 
their own children into the new blended 
family. Mayer acknowledges that parenting 
diff erences can be a huge stressor. 

“Often, one person may have a more 
hands-off  approach toward discipline, 
choosing to limit intervening,” Mayer 
says. “The other person may have a strict 
approach and choose to implement conse-
quences anytime a rule is broken. Addition-
ally, one partner may believe that biolog-
ical children and stepchildren should be 
treated the same, while the other partner 
may believe the opposite.” 

The Sheridans and Atlases both rem-
edied this situation by taking collective 
ownership over all of the children in their 
new families. 

“We decided all the kids are both of 
ours, and we’re not going to treat one 
better than the other,” says Julie, who also 
raised foster children whom she viewed as 
hers and Tony’s. 

Amber agrees, saying that one of their 
biggest concerns was “making sure the kids 
all felt individual and loved” and that no one 
felt “forgotten in the shuffl  e.”

HOUSEHOLD MERGERS
In addition to combining their families, 
the couples had to navigate the challenge 
of physically combining their households 
into one. While the Kings and Atlases opted 
to live separately until their wedding, the 
Sheridans lived together for four months 
before getting married. All  three couples 
experienced an adjustment period. 

“Merging our stuff  was interesting,” 
says Julie, who became an Army wife when 
she married Tony. “We had two complete 
households, and when we got married, 

TTTTTT

OPPOSITE: North Chesterfi eld residents David and 
Cynthia King were married April 17, 2021. Each coming 
into the marriage with their individual routines, they've 
learned to take one another into consideration.

THIS 
REGISTERS! 
When merging two families into 
one house, it can be di
  cult to 
decide what items to put on a 

wedding registry, as chances are 
you or your partner already have 
items to outfi t a home. Here are 
some things to consider adding 

to your gift list.

continues on next page

New bedding and pillows
that you both like 

Picture frames and/
or family portraits to 
celebrate the new family

A new set of pots and pans 
that are practical and also a style 
you and your partner both love
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we were moving from two diff erent states. 
We drove to St. Louis, and [the movers 
transported both households’ possessions] 
to Kansas while we were getting married in 
California, so it was tricky navigating what 
stuff  to keep.”

 Ultimately, the couple chose to hold on 
to most of their belongings, to help furnish 
their homes as they transitioned from 
place to place during their many moves 
in the military. They also gifted any extra 
items to fellow military families.

Unlike Julie and Tony, who moved 
into a new home together, the Sheridans 
and Kings consolidated into a home 
already owned by one spouse. John and 
his daughter, Lexi, moved into Amber’s 

house because it had more room for ev-
eryone, but the family is in the process of 
building a new home in Ashland where they 
will all live together. Cynthia moved into 
David’s home because it was more recently 
renovated and was a better fi t for their 
unifi ed lifestyle. 

The couples also had to discuss what 
their fi nancial arrangements would look 
like. Everyone had become accustomed 
to managing and spending their own 
money, but they had to decide how this 
would potentially change when entering 
into a partnership. 

After much consideration, the Sheri-
dans decided to combine their fi nances. 

“We had lengthy discussions about 

THIS REGISTERS! cont.

New art for the house that 
you can collect together

Personalized home decor 
featuring your new blended family 

name or the individual names of 
everyone in your new family

A couple’s massage for a 
relaxing experience you both 

can enjoy after the “I do’s”

Money, because no matter 
the couple, it’s always useful
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fi nances, but we did end up choosing 
to put everything in one spot, which is 
not where I started, but it makes logical 
sense,” Amber says. “It’s easier when 
you’re older to say this will totally work 
versus when I didn’t know what I was 
doing the fi rst time [I was married].” 

The Atlases as well chose to combine 
their finances while also maintaining 
some independence. 

“We set up a joint checking account 
for the household and just divided and 
conquered whose check would cover what 
as far as living expenses,” Tony says. “Each 
one of us had some individual accounts 
that we kept.”

Something all three couples agree on, 
though, is the importance of having each 
partner share the expenses of their new 
lives together. 

BLENDING THE FAMILIES
Merging homes is much more than just 
combining material possessions. It’s also 
about combining personalities, schedules 
and emotional needs. 

Cynthia is concerned about how David 
will adjust to sharing his house with her.

“I had my parents and my daughter 
with me — I was used to living with peo-
ple,” she says. “Him, however, he’s been on 
his own for quite a while, so it’s going to be 
a challenge to have me living there.”

David understands her concern, saying 
he’s “an old dog who has gotten comfortable 
in his ways,” but he also acknowledges the 
importance of adapting. “When you’ve been 
on your own living an independent life, you 
don’t have to run anything past anyone, but 
now it’s more of an ‘us’-type thing. It’s a dual 
decision more than a single decision.”

OPPOSITE: Mechanicsville 
couple John and Amber 
Sheridan were wed on 
March 14, 2021. Merging 
their two families into one, 
including three children 
of diff erent ages, they took 
their time before heading to 
the altar. “It was a thought-
out process,” Amber says.

ABOVE: North Chesterfi eld 
residents Julie and Tony 
Atlas are celebrating their 
15th wedding anniversary 
this year. Communication 
has been key for their 
blended family. “We had to 
relearn how to communi-
cate eff ectively and make 
sure that we’re supporting 
each other how we need,” 
Julie says.
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Mayer often sees this same dynamic 
among the couples he works with. 

“When households are merged, often 
one person may forget to consider the other 
person’s opinion,” he says. “Making deci-
sions completely independently is some-
thing that each partner should no longer 
do. When blending a family, lots of opinions 
should be taken into consideration.” 

Amber and John had to make adjust-
ments to allow their two independent 
households to merge into one because 
they were two separate families with 
previously established daily routines. The 
couple had to decide what something as 
simple as eating dinner would look like for 
their new family unit. 

Julie and Tony had to learn how to be a 
newly married couple in the military, while 
also unlearning some of their old ways.

“You bring bad habits into new marriag-
es,” Julie says. “We had to relearn how to 
communicate eff ectively and make sure that 
we’re supporting each other how we need.”

Mayer agrees that open communication 
is the key to making these kinds of transi-
tions as smooth as possible. 

“Most couples don’t ask each other 
enough questions prior to the merging.” he 
says. "Often in romantic relationships, we 
usually just consider things like physical 
attraction, how our conversation fl ows and 
do we have common interests. Instead, we 
should ask questions about how we handle 
confl ict, our view of money, roles in the 
household, parenting styles, how should 

we communicate with our ex-partners and 
many other areas.”  

For the Atlases, the importance of com-
munication in their family extends beyond 
just the two of them. 

Julie says, “We’ve kept communication 
with all the other parents involved. I’m not 
the only one who communicates with my 
ex-husband. Tony will pick up the phone 
and talk to him. We decided to co-parent. 
It was a very conscious choice, but not one 
that comes easy.”

In addition to communication, Mayer 
suggests that couples work to keep an 
open mind when talking with their partner 
and remain flexible. 

“Flexibility when communicating about 
diff erences is also key,” he says. “If both 
people can at least see a part of what the 
other person might be saying about an 
issue as reasonable, then they often can 
solve the problem much easier. When one 
or both parties are more rigid in their view-
point, it can create stalemates.” 

The Kings and Atlases have words of 
wisdom for couples embarking on a similar 
journey of merging their lives. 

Cynthia and David recommend estab-
lishing a strong foundation of friendship 
before entering into a romance. 

“The friendship truncated the romance, 
and in times of family drama, you needed 
a friend rather than a lover at that time,” 
David says. “You need someone to give you 
the support you needed, and [for me] it’s 
been an easy transition into marriage.” 

Julie and Tony urge couples to have pa-
tience not only with one another, but with 
the time it takes to create a blended family. 

“Be patient with the process,” Julie 
says. “Even though you might have ideas 
about things, try not to infl ict your ideas 
on everybody else. Some things naturally 
evolve, and if you let them, it becomes a 
solid process rather than trying to take 
something artifi cial and make it fi t.”

Mayer agrees that it can take time for 
individuals to feel comfortable in their new 
family dynamic, saying that some experts 
report it can take up to seven years. “Be-
cause of this, the best advice is one of pa-
tience and perseverance — patience when 
things aren’t going according to your plan 
and perseverance to keep trying to balance 
everyone’s needs and wants,” he says.

“In most relationships and family is-
sues, there really is no right or wrong way 
to accomplish something,” Mayer adds, 
noting that what matters most is getting 
as close as possible to creating a win for 
all parties involved. 

And those wins look diff erent for 
everyone — just as all marriages do. Some 
couples enter a marriage as just two people, 
while others like the Sheridans, Kings and 
Atlases enter into a partnership with more 
than themselves to consider. This creates 
unique terrain to navigate that comes with 
its own obstacles, but as these couples have 
learned, it’s through communication and 
respect that you can create a smooth transi-
tion when building a new life together.

OPPOSITE: When Amber and 
John merged their families, 
many things had to be ad-
dressed. Even when discuss-
ing fi nances, Amber ended up 
changing her opinion on how 
they should be handled. “It’s 
easier when you’re older to 
say this will totally work ver-
sus when I didn’t know what 
I was doing the fi rst time [I 
was married],” she says. 

LEFT: For David and Cynthia,
building the foundation of 
their romance on friendship 
has helped as they've merged 
their families. “The friend-
ship truncated the romance, 
and in times of family drama, 
you needed a friend rather 
than a lover at that time,” 
David says.
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