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LENOX - Musicians in the Boston- based Longwood Symphony Orchestra sometimes show up to rehearsal in their scrubs with their beepers attached. That's because most of the players in this all-volunteer community orchestra, founded in 1982, are physicians and surgeons.
But Saturday night at 8, they'll be in formal concert attire as they make their western Massachusetts debut at Tanglewood's Ozawa Hall in a benefit for Berkshire Children and Families. The program includes De-bussy's "La Mer"; Carl Nielsen's Symphony No. 4, "The Inextinguishable"; and Gene Scheer's "An Albert Schweitzer Portrait," conceptually based on Copland's "A Lincoln Portrait" and commissioned by the orchestra last year. State Rep. Daniel Bosley will narrate.
It's based on tunes by Scheer, who provided music for Ken Burns' public-TV miniseries, " The War," orchestrated by Longwood's artistic director, Jonathan McPhee (a noted composer and arranger in his own right), and Gary Fry, who had adapted Scheer's work for the Burns series.
The Pittsfield-based family services agency, founded in 1887, provides parenting services, early care and education, family literacy, foster care and adoption.
The orchestra performs frequently at benefits for medical and social- service non- profits, but also has a four-concert subscription series at Boston's Jordan Hall and an annual outdoor program at the Charles River Esplanade.
McPhee, 55, formalized his two-decade ties to the orchestra in 2004. He also is music director of the Boston Ballet Orchestra, the Lexington Symphony and the Nashua ( N. H.) Symphony and Chorus. 

Interviewed by phone this week from his Sudbury home- office, McPhee described the challenges and rewards of conducting an orchestra whose players not only have grueling day jobs but often are on call.
" Music is very important to them personally," McPhee pointed out, noting that they rejected his cutback of weekly rehearsals to a less onerous schedule.
"It was like I hit 'em in the face," he chuckled. "A certain aspect of this is therapy for them. In the medical field, they deal with a lot of bad things and hold their emotions in check. In rehearsal, I'm telling them to emote, emote, emote. It's a very important release for them, so I went back to the weekly rehearsals."
McPhee seconds the notion that medical professionals have a special affinity for classical music. "There's a lot of overlap among people in the life sciences who are excellently trained in music," he observed. "Many have music degrees and then decide to go to medical school."

He acknowledged that it has taken him some time to help the musician-physicians unleash their feelings. "The first five minutes of rehearsal can be a complete mess," he explained. " They're coming from such high-pressure places that it takes time to adjust to their new role. It's a group of many type-A personalities.
"One of their great strengths is that under pressure, they take control. They're very demanding of the conductor, and that's fine. I have no problem with that." But he often gets an argument from players who deny they're playing sharp or flat, or have made a late entrance.

The players appreciate the significance of the Longwood Symphony in their lives. " The passion and drive for music which is so fundamentally important to my core being has influenced my path towards becoming a physician," said Ananad Jagannath, a violinist and cardiac surgery research technician at Mass General. "The LSO has shown me how I can combine my two passions into a common vision."

According to McPhee, there's a " disconnect" between professional orchestras and audiences because music has been absent from most public schools for two generations. He emphasizes the need for community and regional orchestras to "take the music to where the people are in the trenches, since the average age of those audiences is younger."
Rather than simply turning over a check to a non- profit, McPhee explained, "this is about mentoring an organization in the community, elevating the group and putting in the orchestra as its centerpiece. This brings in people who've never been to an orchestral concert in their lives."
McPhee finds that the Longwood players' strength is "their terrific thirst for knowledge, they're very quick mentally. They get the concept of the piece, they connect to the emotions, and then comes the technical stuff."
With the physician-musicians a good distance away from their Boston-area hospitals and practices, it's unlikely that McPhee will have to put in an urgent call for a substitute player. He notes with amusement an incident just before the Longwood's rehearsal for its 2008 performance at the Charles River Esplanade in Boston.
"Ten minutes before rehearsal, my beeper went off," he recalled. "The concertmistress, violinist Terry Buchmiller, a pediatric surgeon, was calling to say she'd be on time.' This operation took longer than I thought, I'm closing up the patient,' she told me. I said, don't rush! Her answer: 'I never rush here, I never rush there.'" To McPhee's amazement, she arrived just in time.
During public performances, the musicians all agree on protocol: Their beepers are put away and shut off. For two hours, it's all about the music. 

