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WE ARE THE MUSIC MAKERS

A Celebration of Fifty Years of
The Banbury Choral Society

1942 - 1992

"We are the music makers,
and we are the dreamers of dreams"

From the oratorio by Elgar, poem by Arthur O'Shaughnessy

We dedicate this book to the memory of Lionel Pratt, a valued member of the tenor
section of the Choir for nearly all of the 50 years, who died in January 1992.



FOREWORD

On February 4th 1942 applicants were invited to interviews to join a Choral Society:
"It is to be hoped there will be a ready response". It seems that there was, and fifty
years on the response continues to be more than ready - for the Banbury Choral
Society is  a  powerful  gatherer  of  singers,  binding them into its  life  -  and very
probably their relations too - and then setting about enriching and invigorating.

Reading through this booklet I am caught up with the choir's enthusiasm: the love
of it all, the zest for whatever challenges emerge from the planning, its commitment
and dedication in rehearsal, and its assurance in direction. In the pages that follow
certain names recur, like themes, and constantly we are reminded of how much we
owe to those who are expert enough to conduct or accompany,  and who find the
balance between communicating a composer's intentions and at the same time find
the fun.

Banbury seems to have attracted much talent over the years. Has this something to
do with its  geographical  position in the middle  of  England -  or is  it  a  core of
excellence that people can look to, rather as they look to the great parish Church of
St.  Mary's  in which the Choral  Society has so often triumphantly performed?
There is no doubt that the Choral Society is a strengthening force in the life of the
town and we in Banbury are proud of our choir. We are grateful for the example of
the past fifty years, and with Edward Palmer we know we can continue strongly,
and confidently await the beat of what is to come.

In the words of the reviewer of Elgar's Gerontius in 1948 "Let there be ever-increasing
recognition and encouragement".

Mariette Saye
Broughton Castle, Banbury.

This booklet was compiled by Walter R. Cheney, who acknowledges with thanks
the help of many members  and friends of the Banbury Choral  Society,  past  and
present, especially:

John Cheney, Katharine Cheney, Margaret Furnish, Peggy Gilbert,
Len Jerrams, Hilda Litchfield, Eddie Palmer, Lady Saye and Sele, Philip Skaer,

the Editor of the Banbury Guardian, and J. and M. Humphris



PROLOGUE

The choir have taken their seats and the orchestral players file in: violins, violas,
'cellos,  double  bass,  flutes,  oboes,  bassoons,  trumpets  and  horns.  Everyone  is
slightly nervous and anticipating an exciting concert of wonderful music. The Choir
look smart in their black and white, men in dinner jacket and black bow tie, the
ladies in white blouse and long black skirt. The chatter of the audience dies down
as the last  few arrive.  Looking up at  the dome over the nave, the text painted
around the edges reads: "The Lord is in His holy Temple, let all  the earth keep
silence before Him". The conductor and four soloists walk on and, as the applause
ends,  the  Conductor  signals  to  the  Choir,  who  stand  up.  All  is  now silent,
expectant.

The fortissimo chord with choir and orchestra together, which bursts in, is in
B Minor: Kyrie eleison - Lord have mercy. There is no more thrilling sound in
choral  music  than J.  S.  Bach's B Minor Mass and the opening phrase has been
rehearsed many times, so that there is no hesitation in the choir's first notes. The
sound fills the fine Church of St. Mary's,  Banbury,  a building ideally suited for
music.



A new Choral Society for Banbury
The Banbury Co-operative Choral Society was formed by Geoffrey Furnish in 1942
and the first  meeting and rehearsal  took place on Monday 9th February in the Co-
operative rooms in Broad Street: the accompanist was Mary Barry, L.R.A.M. The
first concert was given on 16th July in Marlborough Road Hall and the money
raised  given  to  the  Mercantile  Marine  Comforts  Fund.  The  concert  received  very
favourable comments in the Banbury Guardian and the Banbury Advertiser and it is
clear  that  from the start  Geoffrey Furnish  insisted on the very highest  standard of
musicianship  from  the  amateur  singers.  The  Royal  Leamington  Spa  Orchestra
provided  the  accompaniment  and  the  soloists  were  Helena  Cook (soprano)  and
Clement Hardman (bass).

During the ten years before the Second World War, the population of Banbury had
increased from about 13,000 to over 18,000 in 1942. This was principally due to
the installation of the aluminium works, opened in 1931. As an important centre for
the farming community,  and as a growing industrial town, Banbury also became a
focus  for  cultural  activities.  The  Banbury and District  Musical  Society  and the
Banbury  String  Players  were  established  at  this  time.  The  formation  of  the
Banbury Choral Society was sponsored by the Education Committee of the Banbury
Co-operative  Society,  which  had  previously  encouraged  local  musicians  by
arranging annual music competitions and the committee continued its involvement
until 1967. The first patrons of the Choral Society were the well known composers
John Ireland and Thomas Dunhill.

Messiah at the Marlborough Road Hall. 3rd March 1949



Formation of
New Choral Society

MR.   GEOFFREY FURNISH
APPOINTED CONDUCTOR.

Announcement is made in our business
columns of a decision to form a choral
society under the auspices of the Educa-
tional Committee of the Banbury Co-oper-
ative Society, Ltd. Mr. Geoffrey Furnish
has been appointed conductor, and Miss
Mary Barry, L.R.A.M., accompanist. We
understand that it is intended to produce
some works of high musical value, and
from this standpoint the new choral society
should prove an attraction to vocalists of
attainment and to others interested in the
performance of good music.
The Educational Department of the Society
has    for    some years   now encouraged
musical  development by the annual musi-
cal .competitions, and the move  to   form
a  choral   society   is a further step in line
with that laudable aim.

Mr. Geoffrey Furnish, the conductor, is
well known in Banbury musical circles.
Particularly has he distinguished himself
here as a pianist, but his scholarly musical
attainments have found expression in vary-
ing ways, and he has had experience as a
conductor in places away from Banbury.
Miss Barry, although a comparative new-
comer, has already given evidence of her
ability as a pianist.

Vocalists of either sex are invited to
meet the conductor at 18, Broad Street on
Monday next, February 9th, from 6 p.m.
to 7 p.m., or on the following Monday,
February 16th, from 7 p.m. to 8 p. m .

Banbury Co-operative Society's
Educational  Committee

It   has   been   decided   to   form   a.

CHORAL
SOCIETY

under   the   auspices   of  the   above
Committee.

MR. GEOFFREY FURNISH has been ap-
pointed Conductor, with MISS MARY
BARRY, L.R.A.M.,

as Accompanist.

Singers of either sex are invited to join this
new organisation and the Conductor will
attend at the Educational Headquarters of
the Society, 18, Broad Street, Banbury, on
MONDAY, FEBRUARY 9th, from 6 p.m.
to 7 p.m., and on MONDAY, FEBRUARY
16th, from 7 p.m. to 8 p.m., to interview
applicants. It is hoped that there will be a
ready response to this effort to foster the
musical life of the town.

CO-OPERATIVE CHORAL SOCIETY

A   NEW   ORGANISATION.
Mr. Geoffrey Furnish has been ap-

pointed as conductor and Miss Mary
Barry, L.R.A,M., as the accompanist of
the Banbury Co-operative Choral
Society, which is about to be formed.
Membership is  invited of interested
singers resident in the borough,
including newcomers to the town.

Mr. Furnish has in the past only
appeared as a solo pianist in Banbury
concerts but in other centres he has been
engaged in the training, and conducting
of choirs and choral societies.

It is hoped to form an efficient mixed
voice choir for the performance of
works of established musical repute.

Further particulars about the new
choral society will be found in an adver-
tisement elsewhere in this issue.



Geoffrey Furnish was already well established as a musician in Banbury when he
formed the Choral Society.  His father was an organist and music teacher,  and his
mother's family,  named Ludwig, were organ builders. Geoffrey learned to play the
piano  and  organ  at  an  early  age  and  wished  to  take  up  music  professionally.
However his father insisted on his having a more secure profession so he became a
Surveyor with Oxfordshire County Council and continued his musical career as a
gifted and enthusiastic amateur.



On 20th December 1942 the Choral Society gave its first  performance  of Handel's
Messiah. "Mr  Geoffrey Furnish  made  great  demands  on  his  Choir,  hut  he  has
trained and equipped them to meet  those demands,  with  almost  complete  success"
(Banbury Guardian). Such standards were set in the early years, and throughout
the life of the Choir the singers have given of their best.

CHORAL   CONCERT  IN
BANBURY.

FIRST APPEARANCE OF
NEW SOCIETY.

ENJOYABLE VOCAL AND
ORCHESTRAL PERFORMANCE

Music lovers in Banbury should be very grate-
ful to Mr. Geoffrey Furnish and the Co-operative
Choral Society for the opportunity they afforded
for hearing such interesting and comparatively
little known works as Bach's "Peasant Cantata"
and Handel's "Coronation Anthem," at their con-
cert last Sunday afternoon in the Marlborough
Road Hall.

Few people realise that the great J. S. Bach,
composer of the B Minor Mass, and the St. Mat-
thew Passion, could so unbend as to compose
rollicking music for a local celebration in Saxony.
The chorus entered fully into the spirit of the
music, the sopranos and altos being specially good,
and are to be congratulated on their tone which
was always most pleasing. The basses were also
good, but like the tenors were somewhat over-
weighted by the upper voices, a state of affairs
from which every choir is suffering at the present
time. The diction was good, and entries were
taken up firmly, and the chorus was well under
control, and responsive to the conductor. The
diminuendo of the final chorus in this work was a
happy device, and extremely well done. The so-
prano solos were sung by Helena Cook, whose
bright toned voice was well suited to the part of
the peasant maid. She brought to the work much
dramatic insight, and yet was completely free
from any mannerisms.   Her singing gave great
pleasure.  The Aria "Of flowers the fairest" was
perhaps the most delightful, and was much en-
hanced by the excellent obligato playing of the

leader of the orchestra, Miss Winifred Kenna-
way.

The bass soloist, Clement Hardman,
gave a cheerful and satisfactory rendering
of the Arias allotted to him..

In the second part of the concert,
groups of songs were sung by both soloists,
and we should like most specially to com-
mend the singing of Handel's "Art thou
troubled." In this lovely song, Helena
Cook gave of her best. Four movements
from Bach's Suite No. 3, in D for strings
were played by the Royal Leamington Spa
Orchestra, under their own con-ductor (Mr.
Stanley Vann). This suite is one of the best
known, and is always welcome, and it
received an excellent interpretation.

The concert concluded with Handel's An-
them "The King shall rejoice," written for
the Coronation of George II, but so much
less known than its companion, "Zadok the
priest." This fine work gave the chorus its
greatest opportunity and they rose nobly to
the occasion. The breadth and virility of the
singing deserve very high commendation.
The accompaniments to both Choral works
were admirably supplied by the, Royal
Leamington Spa Orchestra, and added very
greatly to the enjoyment of the concert.
They were a well-balanced body of string-
players and played with accuracy and preci-
sion, and good tone. The pianoforte ac-
companiments were excellently played by
Miss Barry, L.R.A.M. She merits a special
word of praise for her contribution to the
excerpt from Bach's " Phoebus and Pan."

We should like to congratulate Mr. Geof-
frey Furnish on his first appearance as
conductor. His beat was firm and his tempi
good, and it was evident he had gained the
interest and co-operation of his choir.

Though the attendance was fair, such an
excellent concert merited far larger sup-
port.



The Annual Competitive Music Festival

"In the art of music - whether it be an instrumental duet, a vocal quartet or a choral song
- co-operation between the various parts is essential if a concord of sweet sounds is to
ensue. So, too, in the art of living: only by co-operation can success attend us." (Festival
Programme, 1946).

The Choral Society took part in the Annual Competitive Music Festival organised by
the Banbury Co-operative Society on several occasions. This was started in 1930 and
held annually until 1960, on a Friday and Saturday in May, and was designed to
encourage local musicians, especially young people, to perform. There were classes for
piano, vocal solo, instrumental solo and duet, male voice quartet and mixed choirs. It
took place in the Town Hall and the Mayor and Mayoress attended. The adjudicators
were eminent musicians such as Dr Eric Thiman and Bernard Rose and, in addition to
judging the performances, they gave helpful comments to assist those taking part to
improve their skills. The competitors were not competing against one another: they
were working together as colleagues. The prizes were awarded to those whom the
judges decided were the best and all who took part benefited. The experience of
performing before a live audience, though nerve-wracking, is strengthening and increas-
es self-confidence.

The climax of the Festival came with the final concert, when some items from the
contests were performed, together with music for choir and orchestra. A well known
soloist was usually invited and a special occasion was the Festival of 1946 when the
soloist was Kathleen Ferrier. A review in the Banbury Advertiser reported:

"The Festival finished on a high note, with the audience listening enraptured to Kathleen
Ferrier. Her truly wonderful contralto voice and her interpretation of several songs from
Handel, Parry, Vaughan Williams, Michael Head and Stanford held the audience in rapt
appreciation.

She was introduced by Mr Walter Trinder as one of the finest singers we have ever
produced, and fully justified the reference to greatness. It was not only her voice, clear
as the note of a finely wrought bell, that delighted beyond measure, it was her poise, her
expression and her complete mastery of the subtleties of the art of singing.

Miss Ferrier, a native of Blackburn began her musical training as a pianist, but at an
early stage in her career her teacher realised the beauty of her voice and advised vocal
training. Those who heard her sing on Saturday night, the thousands who have heard
her sing, and the tens of thousands who will hear her, are deeply indebted to the teacher
who first realised the latent possibilities of a truly wonderful voice."





Geoffrey Furnish (second from left) with soloists for Haydn’s Nelson Mass
4th April 1956

A New Choral Society for Banbury
From 1952 the accompanist at rehearsals was Ena Grubb, well known in Banbury as a
piano teacher. By her skill as a pianist, and her sense of humour, she made many
friends in the Choir. She continued as accompanist until 1964.

During the years of the Second World War there was a great need for music: the nation
was in peril of defeat and at times it must have seemed as if Germany's armed forces
were close to the shores of Britain. In many towns and cities musicians were performing
to large audiences who were uplifted by the music in a way not experienced in
peace-time. In July 1943 the Banbury Choral Society took part in a concert organised
by the Co-operative Society's Holidays at Home committee. They sang Handel's
Coronation anthem The King Shall Rejoice, Bach's motet Praise the Lord all ye Nations,
a setting of Psalm 148 by Holst and Parry's Blest Pair of Sirens. The Oxford String
Players accompanied and played items by Bach and Mozart. The proceeds of this
concert were given to Horton General Hospital and the British Red Cross Prisoners of
War Fund.

A second performance of Messiah was given in December 1944 when the Choir
numbered about 60 members. In the Banbury Guardian the concert review said that the
performance might have been modelled on the words of Parry: "In character and person,
Handel was, as he was in his music, large and powerful. ... He had a humour of a robust
kind, and a vein of poetry too, and a considerable amount of dramatic feeling, which
comes out in his oratorios as well as in his operas. But one of the strongest elements in
his composition appears to have been a deep religious sense, of a healthy and generous
cast, which found its finest expression in Messiah. His style has suited the English
better than any other nation, owing probably to its directness and vigour and robustness."



From the early years the Choral Society performed a mixture of large-scale
oratorios and smaller motets, cathedral anthems and madrigals.  Some 20th Century
music was performed, such as Matyas Seiber's Jugoslav Folk Songs in 1961. A major
achievement in the early years was the performance of Elgar's Dream of Gerontius in
St. Mary's Church, Banbury on 21st February 1948, to an audience of approximately
800. The reviewer of this concert summarised his thoughts in the Banbury Guardian in
these words: "The gratitude of those who love the highest and noblest of art will go out
to all those who helped to enrich our experience and increase the already creditable if
unpretentious cultural standing of our town. May Mr Furnish and his loyal supporters
be heartened by ever-increasing recognition and encouragement."

The Choral Society becomes independent

In February 1967 the Society celebrated its 25th anniversary and later that year a major
change came with the withdrawal of the Banbury Co-operative Society's support. The
committee of the Choir agreed that it should continue as an independent Society and
this meant that there would no longer be financial support. It was then agreed to join
the National Federation of Music Societies through which grants could be obtained to
help with the cost of concerts. Usually two or three concerts were given each year and
many members can recall that Geoffrey Furnish refused to commit the Choir to a
concert date until he was sure that the performance would be really good. This created
many problems in concert planning!



Geoffrey Furnish. Founder and Musical Director 1942 -1974

During this time of change the Chairman of the Choral Society was George Litchfield
and he skilfully guided the choir through the years from 1960 until he had to resign due
to ill-health in 1977. Members knew him as a kind and firm Chairman and a good friend.
The Secretary was Grace Jelfs and the Treasurer Joyce Clarke.

On 7th December 1973 the Choir performed Haydn's Creation in St. Mary's Church,
Banbury. This was a memorable performance, and just how memorable we did not
appreciate until later. At the time Geoffrey Furnish was suffering from ill-health,
although he continued his work with the Oxfordshire County Council and the demand-
ing rehearsals with the Choir. After this concert we learned with great sorrow that he
was suffering from a serious illness. For six months he submitted to treatment and
bravely continued his life. On 8th July 1974 in Byfield Church he conducted the Choral
Society in a recital of Madrigals, at which Stephen Bell, organist at Banbury Parish
Church, played music by Stanley and Zipoli, and trio sonatas by J. S. Bach with
violinists Tim Hunt and Keith White. At an informal social evening on 15th July
Geoffrey told Choir members that the next season, starting in September, would
commence with rehearsals for Bach's B Minor Mass. That he should consider such a
demanding programme for the immediate future shows the strength of his personality.
He died only two weeks later, at the end of July 1974.



The search for a future

In September 1974 the committee appointed Malcolm B. Sargent to succeed as conduc-
tor. He taught modern languages at Banbury School and was involved with music in
various ways, especially as founder and first conductor of the Banbury Symphony
Orchestra, formed in 1960.

The next major concert was planned as a memorial to Geoffrey Furnish and took place
on 15th March 1975 at Banbury Parish Church. The varied programme consisted of:

 Overture, Coriolan Beethoven
 Aria from La Clemenza di Tito Mozart (Janet Edmunds)
 Magnificat J. S. Bach

Coronation Anthem
      The King shall Rejoice G. F. Handel
 Song: The Hills John Ireland
 Air: Dank sei Dir Siegfried Ochs (Janet Edmunds)
 Benedicite Vaughan Williams (Chorus with

Anne Bartlett - Soprano)

This final piece, Vaughan Williams' Benedicite. brought the concert to a thrilling
conclusion: the programme note by Jonas Fielding describes the final bars: "The variety
of rhythm which has been in evidence is most effective in the last bars of the music. As
the running crotchets die away there is a short statement in triple time which has the
feeling of finality, but then comes a change to quadruple time and a new entry by the
soloist which seems like one of those rare easings of the whirligig of time just long
enough for a glance at eternity."

Janet Edmunds, who sang the contralto solos at this concert, is a teacher of singing at
Birmingham University and over the years has maintained strong links with the
Banbury Choral Society. Several of her pupils have taken solo parts in the Society's
concerts.

Malcolm Sargent was enthusiastic in his plans for the future development of the Choir
but did not wish to make any radical changes. The summer programme for 1975 took
place whilst he was away on a course, when David Minton conducted Vaughan Wil-
liams: Cotswold Romance and Handel's Acis and Galatea. Many of the Choir who took
part have had lukewarm feelings about both these works ever since!

During the 1975/76 season the choir performed music that the Society had not sung
before: Charpentier's Midnight Mass for Christmas, Vaughan Williams' Fantasia on
Christmas Carols and Britten's St. Nicolas. In the summer of 1976 Malcolm Sargent
resigned since he was moving away to take up a new job in Manchester. Choir members
heard this news with regret, and there were other problems too: there were difficulties
in finding a rehearsal room at a reasonable cost. The Marlborough Road Methodist



Hallhad become too expensive to hire. From 1973 the Town Hall was the Society's home
for two years, then the Harrier's School for one year, after which rehearsals were held at
Banbury Upper School. Also, the accompanist Thelma Robinson, music teacher at
Tudor Hall School, retired in 1974; she had served the Choir well for nine years. During
the time Malcolm Sargent was conductor, there was no regular accompanist.

At this time the chairman was George Litchfield and Eric Rawbone was vice-chairman.
In the summer of 1976 at Eric's suggestion, Eddie Palmer, teacher at Magdalen College
School, Brackley, was invited to be conductor, to succeed Malcolm Sargent. He accept-
ed: plans were immediately put in hand for the next season's music and the next major
concert was on 7th May 1977. The programme chosen was Faure"s Requiem, with organ
rather than orchestral accompaniment, played by Anthony Swift, and the soloists were
Isabel Ridout, soprano and Alan Fairs, baritone. Isabel Ridout also sang the Christmas
Cantata by Scarlatti, and the choir sang J.S. Bach's beautiful motet: Jesu, Priceless
Treasure.

-
Eddie Palmer has brought to the Choral Society a period of stability. His insistence on
the highest possible standard of singing is following in the tradition of Geoffrey Furnish,
and his own special humour makes rehearsals fun. He knows when to apply the pressure
to work hard at the music and under his guidance the choir has performed well. The
accompanist at rehearsals is Tony Swift, whose skill enables the choir to learn the music
thoroughly.

A memorable concert in Eddie Palmer's second season was J.S. Bach's B Minor Mass on
4th March 1978 in Deddington Church. A reviewer in the Banbury Guardian said "Mr.
Palmer controlled his large forces with great clarity and showed his excellent musician-
ship and grasp of the work as a whole."

Financially the Society became more self-supporting under the treasurership of John
Miller (1971 - 1978), Roger Curtis (1978-80), Betty Bales (1980-85) and James Hewi-
son. In recent years the orchestra which has usually played for the Choral Society is the
Cherwell Orchestra, a Banbury based group of musicians under the direction of Robert
Gilchrist and leadership of Lorna Windass. There are practical problems to overcome
when organising concerts with choir and orchestra and in Banbury the main difficulty
has always been the lack of a suitable hall or church. The Methodist Church Hall in
Marlborough Road, demolished in the 1970's, was ideal for size and acoustics but
lacking visual appeal and required a great deal of hard work by choir members to arrange
staging and chairs. St. Mary's Church, Banbury, is a beautiful building and is good for
concerts except that the permanent pews and small size of the Chancel make it difficult
to arrange a large choir and orchestra. Concerts are also held at Adderbury and Dedding-
ton Churches, Chenderit School and Overthorpe Hall, and all have advantages and
disadvantages. If there were a purpose built concert hall in Banbury it would not only be
easier to organise concerts but would also attract a larger audience.





Scaling
Everest

How splendid Deddington
church is for music. Banbury
Choral Society, soloists and the
Festival Orchestra performed
the Bach Mass fn B minor there
on Saturday evening, under the
direction of Edward Palmer,
and seldom has one heard a
choral work to better advantage.

Bach's great mass might be
called the Mount Everest of
music and demands the utmost
in technical skill, staying-power
and concentration from all
taking part.

Bach demanded super-
human powers from the solo
singers and Jane Martyn,
soprano, Janet Edmunds,
contralto, Alan Duffleld,
tenor, and Jonathan Glbbs,
bass, are to be congratulated
on their performances. The
orchestra under Keith Smith,
ably supported throughout,
the woodwind section being
especially commendable.

Mr Palmer, controlled his
large forces with great clarity
and showed his excellent
musicianship and grasp of the
work as a whole. How lucky
Banbury is to have forces of
such high quality to call upon.

T.R.
From the Banbury Guardian, 9th

March1978



The Choral Society in its earlier years drew membership mostly from the town and
performed occasionally out in the country, such as at Wroxton Abbey and Chipping
Norton.   Today only about one third of the members live in the town and two-thirds
in surrounding villages within a ten mile radius.  Eddie Palmer introduced the singing
of a Choral Evensong service and on 8th June 1981 the first one took place at the
beautiful church at Brailes, Since then the Choir has sung in the churches of Walding-
ton, Brackley and as far afield as Cirencester.  In April 1990 some choir members were
invited to join the television "Songs of Praise" at Brailes Church.

In April 1982 the Choir gave its first performance of Verdi's Requiem, and for the first
time joined forces with another choir to provide the necessary weight to balance the
large orchestra. The Brackley Jubilee Choir, which Eddie Palmer also conducts,
combined with Banbury Choral Society to give a thrilling concert. St. Mary's, Banbury,
with its ornate style of architecture was an ideal setting for this highly operatic and
emotional music by Verdi. The practical problems of placing a chorus of 130 singers,
orchestra of forty players and four soloists gave the organisers considerable anxiety,
and some of the choir plus the "off-stage" trumpets were placed in the gallery. The
Dies Irae (Day of anger. Day of terror) gave us a vision of the Day of Judgement that
we shall always remember, with the full orchestra, including the drums, playing
fortissimo. By contrast, the last movement Libera me ends with a whisper Save me O
Lord.

The two choirs have since joined together for Elgar's Dream of Gerontius (1984).
Verdi's Requiem (1990) and Mendelssohn's Elijah (1991).

Music of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries has been performed by the
Banbury Choral Society in recent years, such as Dvorak's Stabat Mater, music new to
most of the choir and audience, given in April 1987. Elgar's The Music Makers,
Kodaly's Missa Brevis and Britten's St. Nicolas are all now part of the Choir's repertoire.

The Choir is very much part of the Banbury and district community and sometimes
joins with others for special events. At Christmas 1990 and 1991 the Society was
invited to lead carol singing at Broughton Castle, home of the Society's President,
Lady Saye and Sele. This was organised by the Lions Club and we sang carols by
torchlight in the courtyard of the medieval moated manor house. In October 1991 the
Choral Society formed the nucleus of a choir to sing Haydn's Creation, part of the
nationwide appeal for the Hospice Movement, when proceeds from the performance
were donated to the Katharine House Hospice. Adderbury.

The Society continues to attract new members and the support of a good audience. We
who belong to the choir owe a debt to the soloists and orchestral players who have
contributed so much to our concerts over the years. The Society flourishes because
those who belong enjoy music and are willing to work, not only so that the right notes
are sung at the right time, hut also in all the practical arrangements necessary - selling
tickets, putting up staging and chairs, so that the performance of the music is as good
as we can make it.



Why do we belong to the Choral Society?
A personal view from some of the members

There are many men and women who have during the fifty years contributed a great
deal to the life of the Banbury Choral Society and received from it friendship and
the joy of music. There are a few members still singing with us now who were
there in the early years:  Peggy Gilbert,  Len Jerrams,  Betty Mold,  Grace Jelfs,
Phyllis  Miller.  There  are  many others  who,  sadly,  are  no longer  with us.  Keen
supporters  in the 1950's  and 1960's  were  Bill  and Dorothy Woodruff  and their
daughter  Rachel.  I  remember  attending,  with  others  from  the  Choir,  Dorothy
Woodruff's  funeral  at  the  Baptist  Church.  We  sang  the  hymn "Love  Divine" to
"Blaenwern' the lovely Welsh tune.

When I joined in 1961, the next concert was Messiah and I was then new to oratorio
singing. There could be no better friend to be with in the tenor section than Mike
Brown, a strong, confident singer with a great sense of humour.

W.R.C.

September 1950
Although I didn't realise it at the time, that month was quite a momentous one for
me. In the late 40's I was at Banbury Grammar School and everyone who was not
totally tone-deaf was expected to join the school choir for the annual Oratorio. At
the time we lived in Ratley, and the last bus home was at 6.15pm, so I couldn't go
to the weekly evening rehearsals in which non-school people could join, or the
concert itself until, in the summer of '49, we moved into Banbury, when I had one
year left at school.



One of the "extras" was Rupert Moseley, who worked at the Aluminium Laboratories,
and after I left school in the summer of 1950 I, too, went to work there. One day, while
talking to Rupert about the total lack of music in the summer, he suggested I join the
Co-op Choir (as it was then known). Accordingly, I went along one Monday night in
September and was introduced to Geoffrey Furnish who hoped I would be regular. I had
to tell him I would miss the next week because I had already booked to go to the opera
in Oxford but I would be back the following week.

The work to be prepared was Bach's Christmas Oratorio, to be sung on 30th December.
Sometimes we seemed to spend HOURS on just one small phrase such as the "twiddly
bit" at "cease to be tearful" but I for one thoroughly enjoyed it although practices
sometimes went on until 10.00 pm or after as the concert date approached.

After Christmas we went straight on with Bach's St. Matthew Passion which received
similar treatment for performance on 15th April 1951.  I think I learned more about
choral singing in the seven or eight months of that Bach marathon than at any compara-
ble period before or since, but as Benny Hill's Oriental Gentleman says, "I'm learning
all the time."

P. S.

A rather amusing touch was added at a more recent performance of the Christmas
Oratorio. Someone had neglected to put the Church carillon out of action and, after the
Evangelist had sung "there was no room for them at the inn", the bells chimed out

"Home, sweet home"!
J.K.C.



I first met Geoffrey Furnish in the late 1960's in Brackley; I taught his son mathematics
at Magdalen College School and Geoffrey had come to support a concert we put on at
the school. I next saw him in St. Mary's Banbury conducting a performance of Messiah.
I sat in the gallery and idly wondered whether I would ever dare to stand in front of an
orchestra and chorus to perform some great work. my musical experience being almost
entirely devoted to church music with a slight acquaintance with a few of the works of
Handel, Bach, Brahms and Faure.

It was thus a somewhat apprehensive newcomer who stood in front of the mighty
Banbury Choral Society, founded by Geoffrey Furnish, in the large Lecture Theatre of
Banbury Upper School in the autumn of 1976. I remember that first rehearsal well; we
sang some choruses from Messiah and as the evening progressed I subconsciously made
some decisions and had some thoughts which have developed and matured over the
succeeding years.

1.  A conductor must be an actor - able to make his musicians think that he knows what
he is doing.   He must inspire confidence and enthusiasm.   If things go wrong - blame
the tenors; there are usually fewer of them.

2.  1 realised the importance of a competent accompanist.  Tony Swift is more than
competent; he is brilliant, and makes the job of learning the notes so easy.   He can
detect and help any floundering part without having to stop to start again, and when
things are going well he can concentrate on the accompaniment, making the piano
sound just as exciting as a full orchestra.

3.  Perhaps most important of all I realised that music is to be enjoyed by all the
participants.  One should aim at perfection but not go beyond the point where it ceases
to be fun.  Choirs which enjoy their music usually get inspired "on the night" and so get
more out of the music than would otherwise be the case.

Over the past fifteen years we have had many memorable moments. My first tremen-
dous thrill came in my first concert with orchestra - Bach's B Minor Mass. The sound
of full choir and orchestra ringing round the church with the trumpets adding that extra
sparkle was unforgettable. The trumpeters were given all their leads simply because
their part was at the top of the score; the others had to get on with it themselves!

How many didn't like Elgar's Dream of Gerontius to start with, but were enthralled at
the afternoon rehearsal when it all came together, with David Johnston turning and
singing to the choir and inspiring us all?

I remember going home to change after the rehearsal of the Verdi Requiem in 1982 and
when asked how it went replying "well, you won't fall asleep tonight". Mind you, some
are still recovering from the bass drum in the 1990 Verdi performance: some wag
suggesting that the player had a photograph of his mother-in-law on top of his drum to
inspire him in the Dies Irae!



Who remembers the inspired singing in the rehearsal of Darke's In the bleak midwinter,
only to be told afterwards by some choir member that the announcement of Harold
Darke's death had been in the papers only that day?

Banbury Choral Society have heard many outstanding soloists, some up and coming,
others well established. We have been accompanied by orchestras who have played
for us with skill and devotion for the sheer love of making music, we have been served
by a succession of loyal officers and committees who have organised everything so
calmly and without fuss. The "old stagers" who have built platforms for us to stand on
and had a lot of fun doing it. It is a Society which it is a privilege to serve; a happy band
of wonderful people who enjoy the hard work of their relaxing hobby; making music
for their own pleasure and the glory of Him who inspires composers and performers
alike.

Long may our efforts continue.   As we sang in that dramatic performance of Elijah
last April: "he that shall endure to the end . . . "  The only problem is knowing when to
give up and hand on to a new generation. The answer is when it stops being fun.

E. W. P.

Banbury Choral Carols

A book of Christmas Carols was produced by the Choral Society in 1988. This was at
the suggestion of Philip Skaer, one of the Choir members who had earlier composed a
carol, both words and music, entitled "A little Baby came to stay." Philip Skaer,
together with Tony Swift, Alison Curtis and Eddie Palmer worked tirelessly at the
project to produce a beautiful collection of Christmas Carols in four part harmony with
words and music by members and friends of the Choral Society. The result is a
collection of Christmas music which is simple, yet interesting to listen to, with words
that clearly convey the message of the Christian faith.



The Lighter Side

Tune: "Don't make fun of the Fair" by Noel Coward. Words by John Cheney

We're proud to say in every way
We're ordinary folks
And please observe we still preserve
Our sturdy hearts of oak
Although this hall scarce holds us all
And we are rather pressed
We do not think that this should call
For making us depressed
Our numbers mount
We're losing count
It is no passing spasm
We feel perforce, it is the cause
For sheer enthusiasm.

So don't make fun of the choristers
Don't make fun of the choir
Despite the variety in this 'ere society
The basses sing deeper,
the trebles sing higher Antiphony
Never gives us a problem Sopranos gay
Sing their top A
Occasional  B's don't trouble'em
The basses rumble the deepest notes
With more than ordin'ry ease
The tenors warble romantic'ly
E'en Gigli'd surely be pleased
Our Alto section, rich and rare
Sings all its notes with loving care
George Frederick would stand and stare
If he heard what he had written
Tho' some of us are a bar behind
Don't let anyone see you mind
Hurrah for the finest choir in Britain.

We're proud to say in every way
We're ordinary folks
We do not mind if you should find
In us a cause for jokes
Although we do our very best
to sing with intonation
We're not surprised when Geoffrey
Furnish makes a protestation
We try our best
At his behest
Our backs to get a pat on
We make a row when he shouts "Now"
And waves his little baton

So don't make fun of the choristers
Don't make fun of the Choir
There ain't no Fred Karnos
In our fine sopranos
Just hear Mrs. Litchfield,
Miss Doyley, Miss Eyre.
Our Geoffery Never shouts with malice
He likes to hear
Them sing so clear
Motets by Thomas Tallis

"Elijah" we were glad to do
And we took all the prophets of Baal
And "Israel in Egypt" too
The flies, the fire and the hail
Dear Geoffrey we rely on you
'Cos many of us haven't a clue

So you must tell us what to do
And how to read what's written
As Moses led them through the deep
You must lead us forth like sheep
Hurrah for the finest choir in Britain.

So don't make fun of the choristers
Don't make fun of the choir
Although we're not deaf we
Admire dear old Geoffrey
To far better singing he makes us aspire
We hear ourselves
On a tape recorder
To Philip Skaer
We'll raise a cheer
He keeps our books in order
Bill Woodruff organises all
He's quite fanatic'ly keen
Mr. Coleman's mustard at the Hall
For concerts smart and clean.
There's other names that spring to mind
To leave them out may seem unkind
But writing songs is rather a bind
And 1 want to get this written
So here and now I must say whoa
With operatic rallentando
Hurrah for the finest choir in Britain.





The Choral Society's Fifty Years

"We are the Music Makers" - music brings us together, we work at the music and
enjoy meeting others. There are opportunities for relaxation: in the early years
there was an annual party in February, with games and country dancing. An outing
by  coach  in  the  summer  was  sometimes  arranged  by Geoffrey  Furnish  to  the
Cotswolds or Tewkesbury and the Malvern Hills. In recent years an annual skittles
evening has been held in one of  the local  pubs.  Many members  have enjoyed
meeting for a drink after a rehearsal or concert - in Geoffrey Furnish's time the
White Lion Hotel in Banbury was a favourite meeting place.

Rehearsals  are  usually hard  work  -  note  bashing,  dissecting the  music,  each  part
separately,  then putting it together again. It is sometimes difficult to imagine the
music as it will be on the concert platform, with orchestra and soloists. Gradually
it takes shape. The final rehearsal on the day with orchestra and soloists, is often
full  of  tension.  Don't  say  "it  will  be  all  right  on  the  night."  We  all  have  to
concentrate and, above all, watch the conductor.

The performance has its own magic - the music is learned and the atmosphere of Church
or Hall, with the audience ready to listen, acts as a stimulant.  Quite often the conductor
will set a pace a little faster or slower than we have rehearsed, or a sudden change to
loud or soft, and the effect is electric - the choir or orchestra respond, and music is created.


