Organ, organ…
It’s been good to see Cathedral Notes again recently.  It disappeared in mid-2016, just after I’d written about some developments in young people’s music and in organ-grinding.  Fitz Choir here had featured boy choristers for the first time (an initiative of my friend Prof. Martin Ashley), and later one of our Gateshead Music Service schools provided a children’s choir here for the Royal British Legion.  I continued to take occasional turns singing or playing the organ, and had some good ‘church chat’ with our priests and layfolk about congregational singing – in which our particular church has had a good history.
Just before my last ‘Notes’ article, I’d helped in one of those ‘SOS’ situations which arise in churches, for various reasons, almost monthly – this time I’d played for a local Confirmation service at short notice.  It reminded me (again) how the churches need to connect with young people’s music and its 30-year-old ‘new’ Curriculum – and specifically to promote the Organ.  Of course hearing our pipe organ again now, and hearing a new Organ Scholar play once or twice, are welcome developments – but we need more.
I’m lucky (I might say ‘blessed’) to have kept in touch with good friends in Ripon diocese – whence I’d come back here 24 years ago, joining Tim Hone’s choir.  Visiting them in early 2016 (and playing for their service), I had another good ‘church chat’ about a new idea – an ‘Organ Workshop’ for upper Primary school pupils.  My friends, their Vicar, and their local school all liked the idea.  As with most school music, it had good curricular possibilities.
So for an end of term treat that summer, the historic church of St Robert at Pannal in North Yorks was filled with ‘Key Stage 2’ (ages 8 to 11) from the village school.  We started with an ‘Assembly’, handing out individual organ pipes and draw-stops.  We explored and discussed different sounds, and some of the easier Mathematics by which sounds are related.  We even made a ‘parable’ about needing diverse sounds, but also diverse people with diverse talents and knowledge.  One of my friends took a photo which nicely captures a moment when lots of hands went up to answer a question!

The second part of the Workshop saw pupils invited to come and try the organ, literally ‘hands-on’.  Some were learning Piano – and of course in their Grade exam syllabi, ‘List A’ offers pieces of early music, arguably more suited to Organ or Harpsichord than to Piano.

The event was enjoyed.  During the summer one of the teachers sent me a large envelope with several colourful, decorative ‘Thank You’ messages.  I was encouraged, and soon put on the Workshop in two of our Gateshead schools (2016-17).  Then in summer 2018 two Morpeth Middle schools shared it at St James’s Church, following a Fitz Choir visit there in May.  Meanwhile I’d been back in Yorks again, for a popular and successful ‘Organ Fest’ at Hull in September 2017 – several people there were interested in the Workshop (and in our cathedral), including Tom Bell, the RCO’s new Director for Northern England.
We’d planned a return Workshop at one of the Gateshead schools in late 2018, with Tom coming to ‘observe’, but a timetable clash scuppered it.  ‘Yorkie’ friends to the rescue again!  Pannal shares its priests with Beckwithshaw – a Victorian church with a lovely unaltered 1887 Willis organ, a village school… and only an hour’s drive from Tom’s home.  We loved being there; and Tom and I hope to work together again, here in the N-E, before long.  As I write, the postponed Gateshead event has just been delivered this (Autumn) term.  We’ll keep friends in the cathedral family informed – watch this space!  

Kieran Fitzsimons
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The first ‘Organ Workshop’, Pannal, July 2016. Picture used by permission of the school.








