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home, moving several times 
before settling at Cedar Hill’s 
Hillcrest Baptist Church. In 
1996, it filed with the state 
as a nonprofit corporation, a 
status it has held ever since.

At their practice on June 21, 
the last before a weekend per-
formance in San Angelo, the 
choir was arranged in chairs 
in a Hillcrest Baptist meeting 
hall. Palmer stood before the 
choir, taking them through 
the program’s 22 songs, all 
committed to memory . As 
always, Betty was accompa-
nying on piano.

Without glimpsing the 
mostly gray heads, there 

would be no way to tell from 
the voices alone that the 
choir was retirement age and 
older. The husky baritones 
of the men mixed with the 

women’s lilting sopranos in 
well-polished harmony.

“I like the fellowship; I 
like to sing,” said 80-year-old 
Lillice Long, a missionary in 

Peru for three decades who 
joined the choir two years ago. 
“It’s very fulfilling to me.”

The polished sound is a 
result of Palmer’s dedica-
tion to the group. Despite 
their age, he doesn’t go easy 
on them. Trained as a voice 
major at Baylor, and with 
two degrees in church music 
from Southwest Baptist 
Theological Seminary, he 
aims for perfection.

Achieving it can be diffi-
cult in a choir with an aver-
age age of 74. Most mem-
bers have little or no formal 
musical training, and, as a 
rule, their vocal range and 
lung capacity aren’t what 
they used to be.

Then there is the problem 
of attrition. More than 100 

Serenaders have died since
the group was founded, and
it’s a constant struggle to
maintain a stable member-
ship, Palmer said.

“It’s constantly changing,”
Palmer said. “The only way
you can stay on top of this
is to recruit. You have got to
have new members coming
in almost every month.”

One who doesn’t plan on
going anywhere anytime
soon is 94-year-old Jean
Clardy, a founding member
and the oldest of the group.

“I love it. I like the people,
and I like the music,” Clardy
said. “I’ve loved all the trips
we’ve made. Oh, we’ve made
lots of trips.”
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Preston Center resident Jim Palmer, founder and artistic director of the Silver Serenaders, rehearses with the group at Hillcrest Baptist Church in Cedar Hill.

Membership in the Silver Serenaders is restricted to singers who are 50 
or older. They’ve performed in Hawaii, Israel, and even Carnegie Hall.

“I try to do about 150 sites 
[in a year],” Becker said. “In 
a good year — in years past — 
I’ve done about 200, but I’m 
happy with about 150.”

And his weapon of choice, 
the tool that should strike fear 
in the hearts of Dallas mosqui-
toes everywhere? A minnow.

Becker spends more than 
half of his 40-hour workweek 
in his code compliance truck, 
fishing gambusia minnows 
from area streams and trans-
ferring them to abandoned 
swimming pools, drainage 
ditches, and partially dried-up 
creek beds where they snack 
on mosquito larvae.

Dallas County entomolo-
gist Morgan Kohut said Dallas 
is the county’s only city that 
regularly uses such minnows 
for mosquito control. She 
said Texas Parks and Wildlife 
requires a permit to intro-
duce them into a habitat.

Clad in a long-sleeve shirt 
and jeans tucked into knee-
high gaiters, Becker hoists his 
rail-thin frame nimbly over a 
concrete barrier and past a 
broken chain-link fence to a 
 creek bed in East Dallas. (He 
declined to take a reporter on 

private property but said he 
has stocked several Preston 
Hollow pools.)

Wading into the stagnant, 
foul-smelling creek, Becker 
examines samples of water, 
spotting a handful of mosquito 
larvae — virtually invisible to 
the untrained eye — a few of 
which he collects in a vial.

He doesn’t find much — it’s 
been a “slow” mosquito year — 
but, back at his truck, he fills a 
bucket with minnows , lugs it 
past the barricade and fence, 
and pours them into the water .

“If everything goes right, I 
can come back next year, and 
there’ll be the same number [of 
minnows],” Becker said. “In the 
right place, they’ll multiply.”

Becker is on the front line 
in the fight against West Nile, 
a mosquito-borne virus that 
peaks during summer. Dallas 
County had 16 human cases 
and one death from the virus 
in 2009, down from  104 cases 
and four deaths in 2006 . 

Becker plans to retire in 
October. Given the forecasts 
for next year’s budget, he can 
read the writing on the wall.

“I like this work, but with 
the way things are going with 
salary cuts and furloughs, it’s 
time to go,” he said.
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Councilwoman Linda 
Koop  held up a file filled 
with 150 e-mails from con-
stituents opposing Coram 
Deo’s move. With such 
overwhelming opposition , 
Koop said she couldn’t sup-
port the SUP application.

“I appreciate you trying 
to reach out to the commu-
nity,” she told pastor Mark 
Brand, referring to conten-
tious community meetings. 
“That didn’t work.”

Brand, in his seventh 
year as pastor, said most of 
the opposition stems from 
a long history of bad blood 
between the church and 
neighbors. Many opposed 
the establishment of the 
church in the neighborhood 
25 years ago, Brand said. In 
2002, the church was sued 
over its planned expansion .

The church has had to 
fight “battle after battle after 
battle just to have a place of 
worship,” Brand said.

Coram Deo’s half-mile 
m ove,  f ro m  t h e  m u c h 
smaller Trinity Hillcrest 
Church, would not have 
a major impact on traffic 
or nearby residents, Brand 
said. The school enrolled 
fewer than 100 students 
last year, with plans for up 
to 500 as it adds seventh 
through 12th grades.

Because it caters to par-
ents who homeschool their 
children, students would 
only attend part-time, with 
no more than 250 on cam-
pus at any time, according 
to the rezoning application.

“We’re not trying to harm 
our neighbors,” said Brand, 
who lives in the neighbor-
hood. “We’re just trying to 
use our facilities.”

Several Hillcrest Church 
members and Coram Deo 
parents spoke about the 
positive moral impact the 
school would have on the 
city and the likely contri-
bution to Dallas tax rolls of 
suburban moms shopping 
in the city while their kids 
were in school.

Elizabeth Wahlquist, a 
former Plan Commission 
member who lives just north 
of the church, was the only 
speaker in support of the 
move not affiliated with the 
church or school. She said 
the debate had been blown 
out of proportion.

“There’s a lot of us who 
think this is a lot of hul-
laballoo over nothing,” 
Wahlquist said.

 Brand said the church 
was considering its next 
step. Sasser, who has three 
cases open in federal court, 
including a  suit against the 
Plano Independent School 
District to “ban Christmas,” 
did not rule out the possibil-
ity of a lawsuit.

 Federal law places the 
burden of proof on the city 
in zoning cases involving 
churches, he said. A stack 
of e-mails from residents 
doesn’t cut it, he said.
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The websites aim to edu-
cate parents on how to start 
a variety of other fundraising 
activities as well, such as hot 
chocolate stands in the fall, 
garage sales, read-a-thons, 
and more.

“We’ve had one child in 
Israel take part in our ‘Share 
Your Birthday ’ activity, 
where kids can download 
birthday invitations request-
ing their guests donate to 
charity instead of giving 
gifts,” said Plaskoff, who 
posts pictures of partici-
pants and their charitable 
efforts on the website. “It 
has grown so much.”

In addition, Plaskoff has 
partnered with Soles4Souls, 
an organization that col-
lects footwear for those in 
need. Kids can host “Lemon 
Drops,” in which they col-
lect donated shoes from 
lemonade stand customers, 
and use proceeds to ship the 
shoes to Soles4Souls.

Plaskoff has also part-
nered with the Greater New 
Orleans Foundation, to raise 
funds to aid clean up of the 
Gulf oil spill.

“The response has been 

overwhelming,” she said. 
“It’s so fulfilling to know 
that one small act can make 
such a huge difference.”

Preston Hollow resi-
dent Shelly Wilfong, whose 
daughters Evelyn and Julia 
set up their first lemonade 
stand in June, said the proj-
ect brings the community 
together.

“The kids really enjoy 
it, and it’s a good opportu-
nity to start talking to them 
about different things that 
are going on in the world,” 
Wilfong said. “We also just 

have fun meeting different 
neighbors and reconnecting 
with them. We even got a 
new babysitter out of it.”

Julia Wilfong, 7, said she 
was happy that she was able 
to raise $215 to help the 
organization’s efforts.

“I really liked helping 
people and giving people 
lemonade and cookies,” said 
Julia, a Greenhill student. 
“My friends were there to 
help, and a lot of people 
bought stuff.”
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ous place. I need to get the hell 
out of here,’  ” he said.

C o m i n g  f r o m  N o r t h 
Texas,  where a hill  is  a 
major topographical fea-
ture, Vescovo wasn’t born a 
mountaineer. His climbing 
career started when he was 
a Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology graduate stu-
dent spending his summer 
kicking around East Africa.

It was there that he decided 
to climb Kenya’s Mount 
Kilamanjaro . The summit 
attempt in 1988 was a bust — 
Vescovo “conked out” before 
reaching the top, he said — 

but he was hooked.
In the years following the 

Kilamanjaro trip, he began 
ticking off the seven sum-
mits, one by one. First was 
Aconcagua in South America, 
t h e n  D e n a l i  i n  A l a s ka , 
then a successful return to 
Kilamanjaro.

“You just kind of slowly, 
accretively get there, and 
finally you get to the point of 
going ‘Well, I guess one day 
I’ll do Everest,’ ” said Vescovo, 
who  is managing partner of a 
private equity firm .

His first go at Everest, in 
2007, was cut short by fam-
ily and health issues. This 
year’s summit attempt, pre-
ceded by a full month of yo-
yoing between base camp and 

higher altitudes to acclimatize 
to the scarce oxygen, went 
relatively smoothly save for 
Vescovo’s frostbitten, partially 
blackened toes (which will 

fully recover) and the dicey 
weather that kept several 
other teams from summiting.

Garret Madison of Alpine 
Ascents International was 

one of the leaders of Vescovo’s 
trip. He said his firm’s clients, 
who are all screened based on 
climbing ability , have about a 
two-thirds chance at making 
Everest’s summit.

“It was pretty interesting 
for a while,” Madison said 
of summit day, “but because 
our climbers were pretty 
well equipped and had great 
climbing skills,” they were 
able to make the top.

Only 275 people had com-
pleted the seven summits 
as of January, according to 
7summits.com . Despite the 
rarity of the feat, Vescovo is 
not the first Marksman to 
do it.

That honor belongs to Dick 
Bass, a 1946 St. Mark’s gradu-

ate and the first person ever 
to complete the task, a feat he 
chronicled in his 1986 book 
Seven Summits. 

Vescovo said he’s done 
going above 25,000 feet, 
but an ascent of Carstensz 
Pyramid, a 16,000-foot peak 
in Papua New Guinea, is in 
the works. Some  count that 
as the real seventh summit, 
rather than the 7,300-foot 
Kosciuszko in Australia.

“There’s actually some dis-
pute about what a continent 
is — it’s kind of silly. ... I’ll be 
doing [Carstensz Pyramid] 
next March, just so people 
can’t say, ‘You haven’t really 
done it.’ ”
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Natalie Howard, Evelyn Wilfong, Ella Forson, and Julia Wilfong drum up 
some business for their Lemons to Aid stand.

Victor Vescovo displays a St. Mark’s fl ag atop Mount Everest. The May 
24 ascent completed his quest to climb the Seven Summits.




