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Boom: Oral Histories  
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Cold War

Kindling Conversations: 
Women, the Military,  
and Storytelling

Preserving the 
Story Knife Tradition

Testing Classical Music 
in Small-Town Alaska



Miki Sawada plays at the 
Fairview Inn in Talkeetna 
in August.
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miki Sawada awoke in the 
back of a U-Haul. She was 20 miles south 
of Healy, in a highway pullout near Denali 
National Park. Next to her in the van was an 
upright piano, muffled under a quilt on the 
fall morning. After breakfast, she went for 
a hike in the foothills of the Alaska Range. 
Then she fired up the van and delivered the 
piano to the Tri-Valley School gym in Healy, 
her next stop on an ambitious, low-budget, 
and quietly profound journey to return clas-
sical music to the people

Sawada’s thesis, tested in gyms, cafés, and 
community halls around Alaska, is as fol-
lows: Classical music has a primal power to 

A pianist “field-tests” 
classical music in 
small-town Alaska

By Dean Potter

GRANT REPORT
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intimately and directly affect our emotions, 
perceptions, and intellect. But the constraints 
of a concert hall—tickets, crowds, remote 
stages, long programs—limit deep contact 
between music and listener. Take the music 
into smaller, more social and casual settings, 
where musician, instrument, and audience 
gather in unguarded familiarity, and the pri-
mal impact returns. Listeners can soulfully 
encounter the music—and each other.

When not on the road for various gigs, 
Sawada makes her base in Brooklyn, N.Y. 
How do you get to Carnegie Hall? “How do 

you get away,” might be 
Sawada’s question. The 
answer came to her as a 
van-and-piano tour. “I 
conceived the whole thing 
as a 50-state tour, but 
Alaska would be a pain to 
fit into that,” she recalled. 
“The more I planned it, 
the more I realized it 
made sense to just do 
Alaska.” It would be a 
proving ground for her 
ideas and for the logis-
tics of rural touring. She’d 
never been to the state 
before. Supported in part 
by an Alaska Humani-
ties Forum grant, she re-
cruited local partners and 

planned a route. She called the tour “Gather 
Hear Alaska.”

If you’re looking to take music far from 
Manhattan institutions, Cooper Landing is a 
good place start. Sawada played her first date 
there on Aug. 20, at the school. Traveling with 

videographers Jarett Juarez and Andrew Riz-
zardi (a documentary about the tour is in the 
works), she crisscrossed the Kenai Penin-
sula, drove up the Parks Highway, stopped in 
Fairbanks, and played all four schools in the 
Copper River School District. By the time the 
U-Haul returned to Anchorage on Sept. 8, she 
had wheeled the piano in and out of the van 25 
times. “We used a couple of planks,” she said. 
“It was awkward, but not too heavy. Some-
times strangers would come and help us.”

Nomad
“I’m pretty nomadic. In fact, I’m leaving on 

Friday for four months playing [piano] on a 
Holland America ship,” Sawada told FORUM 
by phone in October. “Gather Hear Alaska 
has something to do with my being nomad-
ic.” Her mobility—New York, Helsinki, To-
ronto, Vancouver, Japan, Belgium, Sweden, 
France—is matched by expeditions through 
musical spaces. Sawada plays new music with 
contemporary ensembles. She plays old mu-
sic in unconventional places. She thinks criti-
cally about music education and the social 
and cultural role of classical music. 

“Musicians have a social responsibil-
ity,” urged Sawada. “It’s something everyone 
needs to ask themselves. You can’t just play 
music because you like it. That’s no longer 
good enough. But the way classical musicians 
are being trained isn’t about those kinds of 
conversations.” 

Following a stint at the Yale School of Mu-
sic in New Haven, Conn., Sawada founded a 
piano program at Music Haven, an organiza-
tion that provides mentoring and free mu-
sic education to students from underserved 
communities. From there, she started New-

Sawada’s program at Trail 
Lake Lodge in Moose Pass 

drew an audience of 58 in a 
town of 300. Anna Milligan 

was a local guest performer
Photo by Jarett Juarez 

“Music exercises a part of 

your brain that knows how to 

imagine things, create things, 

make things happen. With 

music, you can imagine what 

a better world can look like.”
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Music4us to connect the worlds of cutting-
edge composers and neighborhood music 
students. NewMusic4us commissions emerg-
ing composers to write beginner-level cham-
ber music pieces, then works with students to 
perform premieres. 

Beyond bringing opportunities to “music 
deserts,” Sawada is interested in how classi-
cal music can improve social relations across 
society. “Music exercises a part of your brain 
that knows how to imagine things, create 
things, make things happen,” she explained. 
“With music, you can imagine what a better 
world can look like.” That power is multiplied 
when a community gathers to listen to music 
together. 

Gather around the piano
The piano used to be a gathering place. In 

homes and taverns and schools and churches, 
when musicians played, people came to listen 
and sing. The compact and affordable upright 
piano was invented in 1826, and until the 
advent of radio about 100 years later, pianos 
were frequently at the center of social and 
family life.

“Every house, instead of a TV, had a piano 
in the living room. It was a very middle-class 
thing to do, a proper lady thing to do,” said 
Sawada. “If you were a girl and your family 
could afford it, you would take piano lessons.”

While the piano culture of the 19th century 
demanded plenty of popular “parlor music,” 
classical music had an important place, too. 
Symphonic works were arranged for home 
performance. Canonical pianist-composers, 
like Chopin and Liszt, were living celebrities. 

Such was the popularity of solo piano that 
another intimate form of classical music, 
chamber music, was eclipsed. But chamber 
music—performed by groups small enough 
to fit into a living room—also provides a 
model for listening to classical music in com-
fortable, social settings. “Chamber music was 
for at-home enjoyment,” Sawada confirmed. 
“You could have friends over to eat and drink 
and play.”

As gramophones, radios, and televisions 
entered homes, musicianship exited. Classi-
cal music became almost exclusively profes-
sional and academic. If you wanted to hear 
classical music, you bought a ticket, dressed 
up, and found your seat in a concert hall. 

“Music itself, as an object, is easy to relate 
to,” Sawada elaborated. “But all these social 
constructs have been built around it. The 
concert-hall model emerged in the mid- to 
late-19th century. For whatever reason, we 
decided that it was a great model. It’s sort of 
stupid that it’s the model we still have.” Kenny Lake School. Photo by Andrew Rizzardi

Musician, van, piano, landscape. Photo by Andrew Rizzardi
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“Could it be,” Sawada posited, “that the 
model of classical music presentation, not the 
music itself, is outdated and inappropriate to 
today’s culture and society?”

Deli, school, home
It was a Wednesday afternoon in August 

in Talkeetna. Amber pints glowed on the 
bar of the Fairview Inn. A brown bear skin 
stretched across the ceiling. In the corner, 
Miki Sawada sat down at her mobile piano, 
and lightly touched the first notes. 

“The quality of silence when the music 
started was remarkable—not only the deci-
bel level but also the palpable tension in the 
air when a group is focused and attentive,” 
Sawada wrote in a report of her tour. “Even 
in locations that normally lend themselves 
to ambient noise and chatter, this charged 
silence would fill the room a minute or two 
into a performance.”

Each stop on her tour was hosted and 
promoted by a local partner: Odie’s Deli in 
Soldatna, Kenny Lake School, Ninilchik Se-
nior Center. All events were free. Some com-
munities had thriving arts scenes, some had 
none. Audiences varied from 10 to over 100 
listeners; from children to elders; from those 
who never miss an arts event to those who 
just happened to wander in. Programs lasted 
about an hour.

“I had to figure out the vibe of the crowd 
and the place, and vary my program accord-
ingly,” Sawada recalled. “It’s something classi-
cal musicians don’t often do.

“The way the program worked was to start 
with a series of three to five minute piec-
es—Bach and Beethoven, Schumann, some 
Gershwin,” she continued. She played pieces 
by contemporary composers too, like “The 
Same Trail” by Conrad Winslow of Homer. 
“To close, I would play something meaty, 
a sonata, for 20 minutes straight. I debated 
doing that, but I’m glad I did. That’s where 
people were really blown away. Those pieces 
were long and complicated. Classical music 
is complex, but very direct. It moves people.”

Before and after performances, Sawada 
and her audiences mingled. She encouraged 
young piano students and their parents. 
She listened to personal stories from people 
moved by the music. “A woman hugged me 
with tears in her eyes, telling me her deceased 
father had played the piano,” she recounted. 
“A pianist told me he suffered a stroke but 
had recovered enough to just barely play. He 
invited me to a gig of his, which I attended.” 
Some audience members spontaneously vol-
unteered to play the piano. Others discussed 
how to increase access to arts in their com-

munities. One of the goals of the tour was 
to instigate conversation among neighbors, 
sparked by the shared experience of music.

At some stops, Sawada performed duets 
with young locals: a flautist in Fairbanks, a 
cellist in Glennallan, a violinist in Moose 
Pass. Locals housed her too. “I stayed with 
hosts almost everywhere. The highlight of 
the tour was getting to know these people. 
Everyone was so incredibly nice. I wouldn’t 
have understood life in Alaska without those 
experiences,” she said. “And they gave me a 
lot of salmon.”

The next movement
Her Alaska audiences gave Sawada a re-

fresher in the vitality of music, as well. “Being 
a classical musician means I am surrounded 
all the time by music and musicians, and it’s 
easy to grow numb to the sheer power that 
music has,” she reflected in the written sum-
mary of her project. “It is strange to think 
that we forget this very basic humanistic as-
pect of music when going through conser-
vatory training, and I will be carrying this 
experience with me for future projects.”

Gather Hear Alaska was a prelude, Sawada 
hopes, to tours in the Lower 48 or abroad. 
Or she might be coming back. Before leaving 
for the Caribbean, she described a vision for 
another Alaska endeavor: she would retrace 
her route, this time with an actor/director 
colleague. They’d stay two days in each town 
and collaborate with locals to create unique, 
site-specific performance pieces. Townspeo-
ple would tell personal stories; Sawada would 
incorporate classical music.

And then there’s the documentary film. Ed-
ited by filmmaker Hayden Peters, it will prop-
agate the message, if not the visceral experi-
ence, of Sawada’s musical expedition to the 
libraries and cafés of small-town Alaska. She 
foresees other musicians and communities be-
ing inspired to imitate her, and to consider the 
role of classical music in community-making. 

“In order to really experience music, you 
have to learn how to listen in a way you don’t 
in ordinary life. Open yourself up. Not many 
things in the world encourage you to do that,” 
Sawada concluded. “In a communal space, 
listening to music together, you can form a 
deeper relationship with the people there. 
When you care about those people, you can 
be a better citizen.”

Gathered closely around a piano, she sug-
gests, classical music and its audience might 
redeem each other. ■

Dean Potter is the editor and art director of 
FORUM.

“The quality of silence 

when the music started 

was remarkable—the 

palpable tension in the 

air when a group is 

focused and attentive.”
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I WAS IN SLANA for my last presentation 
before returning to Anchorage, nearly 
three weeks into the tour. Having given 23 
presentations, and with road fatigue taking 
its toll, I almost wished I had the beautiful 
fall day off to explore Wrangell-St. Elias. But 
I had scheduled my week of school visits in 
the Copper River School District specifically 
because the Slana School caught my 
attention while researching Alaska: a K-12 
school with 18 students, in a town with a 
population of 150, sitting on the border 
of a national park six times the size of 
Yellowstone. If the premise of the project 
was to put classical music to a “field test,” 
there was no better place than Slana.

I heard children shouting in the 
playground as we hopped out of the van: 
“Is that the piano-ist?” I rolled the piano into 
the gym as the lead teacher apologized for 
the “chaotic” day; Xerox was also visiting. 
I watched as a Xerox man dropped off a 
small printer and unhurriedly drove away.

As the students rolled into the gym, it 
felt no different from any other school visit, 
except that the young kids were rowdier 
and more unbridled. The older students 

helped the teachers corral them and settle 
them down. I went about my presentation 
with more or less the same response as in 
other schools. Then, halfway through, one 
student raised her hand and asked, “Can I 
try playing?” 

I obliged. Whenever a group was small 
enough, I had been encouraging curious 
students to come up in front and play. As 
student after student in Slana came up, I 
was incredulous of the music that poured 
out of them. Clearly some had gotten hold 
of a keyboard and figured their own way 
around it. 

One seemingly shy little boy played a 
piece called “Raindrops.” It was intricate for 
a beginner’s piece, and beautifully played, 
but I didn’t think more about it until the end 
of my hour with the students. Then, the 
boy raised his hand to announce that he 
had learned “Raindrops” in a village from 
an adult, who had taught him to play it for 
times when he was sad because he was 
being bullied. The raindrops symbolized 
tears. “It’s meant to be played for just me, 
privately—but I wanted to share it with you,” 
he told me. ■

Glennallen. Photo by Andrew Rizzardi

No better place 
than Slana

By Miki Sawada




