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How Singers Preserve Their Voices as they Age                                                                        

By JON BREAM  
 

Tony Bennett performed in 2016 at Ravinia Festival in Highland Park, Ill. The then 92-year-old crooner kept 
his voice in shape using a voice technique used by opera singers that he learned early in his career. Tony   
Bennett sounded ageless. Concertgoers and critics walked away from his performances raving about the   
crooner sounding better than ever. How did he manage to wow audiences at age 92? In his usual gracious way, 
he shared his secret by email. It draws on the bel canto technique, used by opera singers that he was taught by 
the American Theatre Wing in New York in the late 1940s — long before he left his 
heart in San Francisco.  
 
“I still remember,” he wrote, “about    doing your vocal exercises: ‘If you skip 
them one day, you know it; if you skip them two days, the band knows it; if you 
skip them three days, the audience knows it.’“ Singers need to take extra care of 
their voices as they get older.  
 
Age 50 seems to be a turning point,     according to University of Minnesota  associate professor of voice 
Wendy Zaro-Mullins, herself a singer older than 65. Both women and men experience hormonal changes. 
Singers tend to lose vocal range because their vocal folds are less elastic and don’t vibrate as easily. Moreover, 
medications — a reality for many older folks — can cause dry-mouth, an enemy of singing. The importance of 
regular exercise can’t be stressed enough. Different singers have different routines.  
 
• Rock and Roll Hall of Famer Darlene Love, 77, does kick boxing several days a week when she’s not on 

tour.  
• Twin Cities singer/voice teacher Judi Vinar, 58, who tours with Bobby McFerrin’s Voicestra, swears by 

yoga.  
• Beach Boys singer Mike Love, 77, does transcendental meditation. “That gives me a lot of energy and 

clarity and deeper rest and even deep sleep,” he said.  
 
Yes, sleep is also essential. Especially for singers on tour, who are challenged by changing climates as well as 
dry and germ-filled air on planes. 
 
• “Sleep is a big thing for my voice,” said deep-voiced Righteous Brother Bill Medley, 78.  
 
Some singers try to clam up on performance days. “I had two throat surgeries where I had polyps and cysts 
taken off my  vocal cords,” said Lynyrd Skynyrd frontman Johnny Van Zant, 59. “So I asked Dwight Yoakam, 
‘What do you do to rest your voice?’ He said, ‘I don’t do interviews.’  
 
• “Rest is the answer,” declares New York cabaret great Marilyn Maye, who at 91 is still singing.  
• Bonnie Raitt, 69, knows what Yoakam means. As someone who is hands on with all decisions in her  
career, the Rock Hall of Famer says that email and texting have been a godsend, enabling her to  
communicate with her staff all day while preserving her voice for her nighttime gigs.  
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• Voice professor Zaro-Mullins says it’s actually OK to talk on show days because it helps warm up the 

vocal folds. But too much — or too loud — is a bad thing. Other singers have eliminated bad habits.  
• Veteran British rocker Terry Reid, 72, stopped smoking Lucky Strikes and gave up whiskey, too, so he 

could continue to live up to his nickname of “Superlungs.”  
 
Booze is bad for vocalists, even for saloon singers like Frank Sinatra. Alcohol dehydrates them. Hydration is 
essential. At least 64 ounces of water throughout the day — and up to 80 to 90 ounces (12 glasses) as you get 
older, advises Zaro-Mullins. Like an Olympic competitor, a singer is an athlete with muscles, i.e. vocal folds, 
that need to be exercised and cared for. 
 
As with any athlete, warming up is important. Zaro-Mullins, a teacher for 33 years, recommends starting with 
simple lip drills, then taking a break, followed by warm water and finally stretching the vocal folds with runs, 
octaves, etc. to enable the voice to transition between registers. Not all Rock Hall of Famers follow the advice 
of vocal pros.  
 
“I didn’t have a vocal coach,” Nash said prior to his death in 2023. “I didn’t do exercises. I warmed up a little 
bit before concerts but not much. I just sang. I’ve always been lucky.” Similarly, Crosby warms up by singing 
for 15 minutes. Other legends, however, feel they need to work more diligently. “I don’t go very long without 
a coach,” confided Joan Baez, 83. “A number of years ago, I started doing vocal therapy because I thought 
things were going wrong. It turns out: No, the vocal cords are doing what they do, which is get tired. They’re 
a muscle. It takes a lot of practicing and doing everything in my tool kit. I keep reminding myself what the 
tricks are.” Even younger singers have sought help from vocal coaches to learn how to sing properly. 
 
Rock ’n’ blues screamer Jonny Lang, 41, a key is warming up before he sings, and “warming down”          
afterward — “10 to 15 minutes of light siren vocalizing (a vocal glissando). “It’s usually the warming down 
that saves me the most the next day. It’s like a marathon runner who has to jog or walk a few laps after the 
marathon to cool their muscles down.”  
 
For 50-year-old Broadway star Idina Menzel, it’s a matter of discipline. No matter where in the world she’s 
performing, she’ll get on the phone with her vocal teacher of more than 20 years and do a 30-minute warmup. 
If the time zone makes it difficult, she uses a recording for warmups. Menzel, who sometimes performs eight 
shows in a week, is prepared for all situations. If she’s coming down with a cold, she uses steam to keep her 
system hydrated.  
 
She even formulates a vocal approach in case she’s performing under trying circumstances. “When you’re 
fighting a cold or you’re singing outside in zero-degree weather and if there are areas of the song that might 
be difficult, I come up with different ways of singing. Then it doesn’t feel like I compromised myself.”  
Finding a different approach is crucial to maintaining success as a singer ages.  
 
“Your chops are going to fade one day. It’s natural with age,” says Grammy-winning producer Don Was, 
who has worked with such giants in their golden years as Willie Nelson, Mick Jagger, Van Morrison, Elton 
John, Neil Diamond and Gregg Allman.  
 
Was encourages older singers to concentrate on phrasing and storytelling. “Leonard Cohen had what you’d 
call a monochromatic voice and you wouldn’t have considered him much of a singer,” Was opined. “But as 
he got older, he surpassed his contemporaries. He infused every word with meaning. He was a brilliant    
singer. “A lot of these guys I prefer as older singers. Look at Tony Bennett. He could still be riveting in    
concert. Sometimes aging separates men from the boys.” 
 
- Edited for space  



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Our chorus and quartets love to sing for our audiences and to share our love of barbershop. 
You are invited to join with us to enjoy an evening of camaraderie and great barbershop   

harmony.  Don’t miss out on the fun.  Come and see what it’s all about! 
 

What?    Weekly Chapter Meeting & Rehearsal 
When?   Tuesdays, 6:30 p.m. 
Where?  St John’s United Methodist Church, 2626 Arizona St NE, ABQ 87110 

 

 

From our director: 

 

“Biffleisms” 

 

 
 
 

Hello, folks. Hope this finds you well. 

We’ve had another good month having fun and making good music.  We’re            

improving the repertoire, singing more tags, having quartet activity, and generally keeping the barbershop 

flame alive every week. 

Our retreat was a resounding success!  Barbershop diva, guru, and all-around great person Kim Vaughn       

exceeded all our expectations. She brought us energy, knowledge,  humor, and demonstrated the joy of       

barbershopping throughout the day. She helped us develop interpretation plans for both contest songs,         

improved our music making immensely, and gave us a clear vision of what the future can bring with intention 

and attention to what we do and how we do it. Thanks to Ruth for putting such a great event together and to all 

who attended for your enthusiasm and willingness to learn. 

As you know by now, Kim’s work was so beneficial that we’ve asked her back!  She’ll be here for a brush up 

and kick off to contest the afternoon of Sunday, August 25.  Details elsewhere, but I know you all will want to 

be a part of this session, even if you’re not going to contest with us.  Her expertise and wisdom apply to every 

song we sing, not just the contest set.  So, mark it in your calendar and be there, if possible.  You’ll be glad 

you did! 

Last, a big thank you to the 26 of you who responded to the survey about performances.  I’m happy to report 

that the results were overwhelmingly in favor of seeking opportunities to put our joy of singing in front of the 

public, so our performance team will continue to make efforts in this regard.  For your part, BOLO for places 

we can sing for others.  That’s the way to spread our joy and grow our family! 

Thanks for reading. See you Tuesday, Champs! 

Bill 

 

Do you love to sing?  Tired of entertaining only yourself 
 

in your car or the shower?  C’mon out and see how  
 

much fun it can be to sing with a group of others! 
 

See us at: 
 

www.NMChords.com 

https://www.NMChords.com


 
 

 
 

 
Alternate Meanings for Common Words 

  
Coffee -- The person upon whom one coughs. 
 

Flabbergasted -- Appalled by discovering how much weight one has gained. 
 

Abdicate -- To give up all hope of ever having a flat stomach. 
 

Esplanade -- To attempt an explanation while drunk. 
 

Negligent -- Absent mindedly answering the door when wearing only a nightgown. 
 

Lymph -- To walk with a lisp. 
 

Gargoyle -- Olive-flavored mouthwash. 
 

Flatulence -- Emergency vehicle that picks up someone who has been run over by a steam roller. 
 

Balderdash -- A rapidly receding hairline. 
 

Frisbeetarianism -- The belief that, after death, the soul flies up onto the roof and gets stuck 
there. 



 

Our weekly meetings are on Tuesdays, 6:30pm, at St John’s United Methodist Church, 
2626 Arizona St NE, Albuquerque, NM 87110 

 
The church is located one block North of Menaul & one block East of San Pedro. 

 

You can see an online location map here:   
 

https://goo.gl/maps/9nGS8mcvRKQYFgBE8 

 

Membership Transferred to Chapter Eternal 
 
We are sad to announce that Les Elmer, long-time barbershopper and member of the New Mexi-
Chords, passed away in his sleep on Tuesday, July 16th.  A military service was held at the Santa 
Fe National Cemetery on July 23rd.  Les’ wife, Faye, let us know that no other memorial service is 
planned. 
 
A longtime member of the New MexiChords and then the Duke City Chorus for many years, Bill 
Chambers, passed away on July 6

th
.  Bill was an active supporter of the Youth Harmony Camp 

and Show Fest every year. He moved to Virginia about 8 years ago to be near his daughter, Suzy 
Sterner, and his granddaughters. 
 
Suzy has requested that donations in honor of her father should go to the New Mexico Youth      
Harmony Camp organization at:  https://nmyhc.com.  There is a link at the bottom of the home page 
to make donations.  Checks can also be given to Joe Vertrees or sent to Youth Harmony Camp,     
32 El Gallo Rd, Cedar Crest, NM 87008. 
 
Anyone wishing to contact Suzy to express condolences or share memories should email her at 
skchambers@yahoo.com. 

 

Radio Interview 
 

On Saturday, July 6th, our director, Bill Biffle, was interviewed by Terry Travis on her Weekend Show, on 
local radio KKOB, 96.3.  It was an absolutely excellent interview that explained what “barbershop” is all 
about, why we enjoy it so much, and how and where you can experience what it’s all about.  If you missed  
this segment of the show, you can listen to it here: 
 

https://omny.fm/shows/the-weekend/nm-chords  

https://goo.gl/maps/9nGS8mcvRKQYFgBE8
https://nmyhc.com
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/skchambers@yahoo.com
https://omny.fm/shows/the-weekend/nm-chords


 

 

The New MexiChords Calendar 
Upcoming Chorus Events  

2024 
 
 
 

26-28 Sep  - Rocky Mountain District Fall Convention, Little America, Cheyenne, WY  
 

11 Oct  - Naturalization Ceremony 
 

20 Dec              - Christmas Show, 7pm, St John’s Methodist Church, 2626 Arizona St NE 
 

21 Dec              - Christmas Show, 2pm, St John’s Methodist Church, 2626 Arizona St NE  
 

 
Stay up-to-date with us by visiting our “Shows & Events” page on the website at: 

www.NMChords.com 

 
We are a local chapter of the Barbershop Harmony Society (BHS) and a member of the Rocky 

Mountain District (RMD), which includes parts of the following States/Areas: 
Wyoming 
Colorado 

Most of Utah 
eastern Idaho 

southern Montana 
northern New Mexico 

western portions of South Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas 

 

 

Little Known Statistics for The New MexiChords 

As of July 2024 

 

Years of BHS Membership:  The Barbershop Harmony Society keeps track of each member’s years of active 

service.  It is an honor to reach the 50 year point.  We currently have two members who each have 49 years of 
membership.  They are Bill Biffle and Nick Maxwell.  There are 8 of our members with over 20 years of    
barbershop membership. 

In total, our present chorus membership has over 508 years of combined active membership. 

 

Person of Note (PON):  Chapter members who invite other people to join the chorus and become a member 
of the Barbershop Harmony Society, are awarded a Person of Note pin.  Developing the ability to bring 
“singing and barbershop” into your daily conversations with people and inviting them to a rehearsal is a talent 
that will boost your PON count to impressive numbers.   

Currently, our chorus members have a total of 69 Person of Note awards. 

https://www.silverstatesmen.com


 

Our Mission: 
 

The members of the Albuquerque Chapter of the Barbershop Harmony Society dedicate 
themselves to: 
• Continually seek the joy to be found in singing well in the barbershop style 
• Promote the benefits of our hobby at every available opportunity 
• Provide our community with high quality musical entertainment, and  
• Foster continual musical growth and fellowship among the members   

 

To be added to our fan list, send your name and email address to subscribe@newmexichords.groupanizer.com                                                         
To be removed, send your email address to unsubscribe@newmexichords.groupanizer.com 

 
 

 

Your Chuckles for the Month 
 
The Frog’s Motto:  Time’s fun when you’re having flies! 
 
It wouldn’t have been Wright if Ford invented the airplane. 
 
I married my wife for her looks… But not the ones I’m getting lately. 
 
Drummer Wanted:  Needs to be a Cymbal kind of man. 
 
The doctor said I have high nitrates.  So, I’m switching to day rates. 
 
Do racehorses slow down when they see police horses? 
 
Did you hear about the kidnapping at school?   It’s okay.  He woke up. 

The Pentagon was originally going to just be a square.   But the contractor kept cutting corners. 
 
The numbers 19 and 20 got into a fight.   21. 
 
What do you call a nun who sleepwalks?   A Roamin’ Catholic! 
 
Why did it get so hot in the baseball stadium after the game?   All of the fans left. 

My least favorite color is Purple…. I hate it more than Red and Blue combined! 
 
What dog can jump higher than a building?  Any dog.  Buildings can’t jump! 
 
Have you ever tried to eat a clock?  It is really time consuming. 

mailto:subscribe@newmexichords.groupanizer.com
mailto:unsubscribe@newmexichords.groupanizer.com

