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Continued on next page …  

Another Tour de Force by  Alicia Jo Straka 
Robert Cooperstein 

As I point out every time I volunteer to write up an SFAC musical program review, I am not a musician and do not read 

sheet music. I still remember from the 1960s how to recognize and play guitar chords and identify common progres-

sions; but not so much for French musette pieces, like the ones Alicia Jo Straka so blissfully played for us in March, her 

self-said favorite type of music.  

Therefore, this program review cannot and will not read like ones written by SFAC musician-authors – nothing about 

glissando, registers, crescendo, and the like. Alas, I do at least know what a bellows shake is, but I don’t think Alicia 

used that particular crowd-pleaser. Twice she called attention to the fact she had ended songs with her bellows out! 

Um, I was shocked! She made fun of herself for having done so, stating this was a “lack of showmanship, but I’m not 

competing anymore!”  

That’s a good thing for the competition accordionists out there, since they won’t have to trump Alicia Jo Straka. Having 

seen her play for the SFAC no fewer than 3 times prior to this month, I can testify she only competes with earlier ver-

sions of herself. An accomplished accordion player since childhood, it’s Alicia’s singing that to my ears has gone 

through the most stunning evolution. I will point out examples of this when I actually get to her performance. 

Because it was Saint Patrick’s Day, Alicia started out with a medley of three standard Irish tunes, two of which were jig 

tunes (Castle Donovan and Merrily Kiss the Quaker). Another tune inserted in 

the middle (Shebag Shemore) was slow and peacefully wistful. Having paid re-

spect to St. Patty's Day, it was obvious she couldn’t wait to get to what she 

“really likes”, French music. She started out with a jazzy Que reste-t-il de nos 

amours, which was familiar to me as the Sinatra recording I Wish You Love 

(many others have also recorded this version). The original French version was 

popularized by Charles Trenet, “the French Sinatra” according to Phillipe, a 

French student of mine in the 1980s who made me aware of Trenet. Alicia’s polished singing was on full display in this 

song, full of artful inflections and unexpected cadence changes. I heard so much Billie Holiday in her voice, maybe a 

hint of Cab Calloway. My father once told me that he had met Holiday at the Apollo Theater in New York. 

 One good musette deserves another, hence Alicia’s next selection, Le Balajo. When I see a French word I do not know 

(which is most of them, since I studied French in grade school so long ago), I just gotta look it up – so I did.  

I was so happy we got a polka next (Tyrolean Echoes, first recorded on New Year’s Eve, 1909!), be-

cause as Alicia said of polkas, “they are fun and it’s an accordion”. One reason I was so happy being 

treated to a joyous polka was because I immediately saw an opportunity to revive a column that in-

termittently popped up in the SFAC newsletter years ago called “Accordion Encounters”. Elaine and I 

had had a chance to see Mollie B. and her band Squeeze Box play in Pinellas Park, Florida, just a few 

months ago.   

Next was an original, As Long as I’m with You, a sweet love song that Alicia dedicated to her husband. 

It sure sounded like a show tune to me, right out of a Broadway musical, with some knock-out cabaret style chords. 

This song is featured on a CD she did in a recording studio in Boston at the height of the pandemic. (Later in her pro-

gram she played another original composition from this CD, Musette à Paris, the sheet music for which is available at 

her web site, https://www.aliciajostraka.com).  

Next, it was back to Ireland for a medley of Galway Girl, “a pop song with folk roots”; and a reel called Drowsy Maggie, 

which I looked up to find that a reel has four beats to a measure with emphasis on the first and third beats. Oh. 

I nearly jumped out of my chair (well, emerged from an anti-ergonomic slump on the couch) at the first 2 notes of Ali-

cia’s next selection, Petite Fleur (Little Flower). I knew this song well from my early childhood, when it was an instru-

The rue de Lappe, a stone's throw from the Place de la Bastille, is one of the most iconic streets for Parisian nightlife. The Balajo, 

situated at No. 9, has been there since 1935 and remains an institution for all night owls and dance lovers! 
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 Set List Tips for Themed Gigs 
                                                      By Pamela Tom 

Occasionally I am hired to play my accordion during happy hour at a local senior living 

site. Recently I received an unusual request for Chinese-themed music to celebrate the 

Lunar New Year. I’d never heard of a Chinese set list. I had to be ready in less than two 
weeks!  

A successful set list for a gig, I’ve learned, requires a majority of tunes that your audience 

relates to. An entire set list of traditional Chinese tunes could put my audience to sleep. 
Some of the Chinese-sounding tunes use parallel fourths, fifths, octaves, and minor 

thirds. A broad set list incorporates a wide variety rhythms and melodies to create inter-
est. Choosing familiar US hits helps hold the listener’s attention. To engage my audience, 

I prepare and distribute my musical program. 

Tip 1: Experience. Growing up in SF, I heard and remembered Chinese songs (including 
Rose, Rose, I Love You) and American hits performed by a SF Chinatown band. 

Tip 2: Research. I pored over standard lead line books from the early 1900s to the 60s 
looking for titles and lyrics referring to China or Chinese. Chinatown, My Chinatown 

(1906) is considered an early jazz standard that features the fourth and fifth sounds in the tune. I also discovered On a 

Slow Boat to China. A Google search resulted in Moon Represents My Heart, a classic Mandarin pop song. 

Tip 3: Referrals. SFAC club member Joseph Martin informed me of a popular traditional Chinese tune, Butterfly Lovers. 

Ironically, two accordion buddies introduced Chinese-themed tunes to me on different occasions. Mario Pedone gifted 
me his arrangements of Jazmin and Step by Step, and Lou DiMaggio played China Boy for me. 

Tip 4: Broadway, Movie Themes and Pop. Musicals are a great source for finding supportive theme tunes. I hit the jack-

pot with eight accordion suitable titles from the Flower Drum Song. (I have a Night in Paris 4-hour gig coming up. Along 
with musettes and traditional tunes, fillers for my French-themed gig includes selections from Les Misérables, Phantom 

of the Opera, Amélie, and Gigi.) 

Tip 5: Tie-ins. Chinese Dance (Nutcracker Suite), Polka Chinoise and China Nights (Japanese origin) stretched the set list 

titles. I also incorporated tunes related to San Francisco and California because San Francisco has the largest Chinatown 
outside of China. And these tunes are played at SF Chinese events. 

Pam at her Lunar New Year gig. 

2024 AAA and ATG Festivals in July 

Submitted by Pamela Tom 

The 86th American Accordionists’ Association Festival takes place July 12-14, 2024 at the 

Marriott Philadelphia West in Conshohocken, PA. Accordionists to date include Hanzhi 
Wang, Joseph Natoli, and Dallas Vietty. The AAA Festival Orchestra conductor is Frank 
Busso, Sr. More performers will be announced as plans firm up. Follow the AAA website 

(www.ameraccord.com) for hotel discount code, guest artist releases, and other festival 
announcements. 

The Accordionists & Teachers Guild, International meets July 23-27, 2024 at the Marriott 
Country Club Plaza in Kansas City, MO. This year’s Festival celebrates the 90th birthday of 

Joan Cochran Sommers, (renowned accordionist, conductor, and Professor Emerita of 
University of Missouri-Kansas City). Guest accordionists include Gorka Hermosa, Grayson 
Masefield, Michael Bridge, Nikolay Bine, UMKC Community Accordion Ensemble, Mirco 

Patarini, Stas Venglevski, Das Kollektiv Duo, and the ATG Festival Accordion Orchestra 

(directed by Ms. Sommers). For details on the ATG Festival visit https://
www.atgaccordions.com/2024-festival. 

Both the AAA and ATG Festivals offer concerts, workshops, competitions (and prizes!), 
orchestras, exhibits, meals, socializing and more. 

Coming in the May 

Newsletter:  

What NOT to do 

While Playing … 

By Laura Niland 
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Upcoming: April 21 Steve Albini - Live, In-Person (Millbrae) & ZOOM 

May 12 Accordion Circle - Live at the Chetcuti Community Center! 

June 16 Gary Blair (UK) - Live, In-Person at the Chetcuti Community Center! 

Join us in Millbrae for fun & great music! 

SFAC members will receive ZOOM link via email 

Watch your email for details, or contact  

info@sfaccordionclub.com   

SFAC Sunday Meeting 

Accordions Live!  

Sunday, April 21, 2:00 pm 

Steve Albini 

There’s no substitute for live performance!  Please plan to 
attend this event in person: $10 for members; $15 for non-

members, 18 years and under free with parent. Doors open 
at 2:00 pm. Featured performer 3:30 pm. The Event will also 

be simulcast via Zoom, access for Club members only.  

Millbrae Chetcuti Community Room 
Civic Center Plaza/Library Plaza 

450 Poplar Avenue, Millbrae, CA 
SFAC Monthly Meetings: 

Plenty of free parking in Library lot 

Accessible location 

Close to public transit  




