The Difficult Summer Continues…
With Newcastle Cathedral having huge building works done, vacation choirs were already out of the question for summer 2020, even before the virus.  As it happened, last August we’d been joined by Sophie Biddell from Oxford; that visit led to a plan for singing at Christ Church Cathedral, instead of our own cathedral, this August.
The people at Christ Church couldn’t have been more friendly and helpful, but in June they made a decision – sadly but predictably – to ‘stand down’ all their summer choirs.  I’d been particularly looking forward to working with Tamsin Brown (DoM at St John’s in Newcastle), who has done several cathedral visits and is working to complete her FRCO, hopefully in a few months’ time.  Three or four days away, playing a first rate tracker-action organ, would have been just the thing.  I’m pleased to say that Tamsin remains willing to work with us in the future, and if our singers agree I’ll try to get us another date at Oxford.
It’s been good to hear bits of news from our people around the country.  Some of you will remember Maddy Winder (one of our ‘locals’, but now in Alderney).  She and husband Paul sent a couple of photos of Elijah (now 18 months, he’s discovered singing and drumming!). Apparently Alderney and Guernsey locked down without any cases of the virus.
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Pete Larking (a Fitz Choir ‘founder member’) wrote that in Lewisham the roads and air space were unusually quiet and pollution-free.  Pete enjoyed a walk up to his local park to watch the Star Link satellites, but tripped over on the way home and damaged his knee.  He’s had to take it easy, and has compiled an alphabetical ‘index’ of jazz listening – from Louis Armstrong to Fats Waller and Lester Young, and he now writes that he’s found ten 'Z' musicians to complete his index!  Ain't misbehavin', clearly...
In Reading, Fiona Greenhalf is still in four choirs – she writes “although we Zoom it’s not the same...” but she and Errol are coping.  Not far away, my son Chris continues his ‘pond fetish’.  Some of you know the two ponds he installed here; now his two kids have one too!

Philip Riley in Uppingham sends best wishes to us all.  He’s glad to have the Rutland countryside within easy walking distance; and writes “I have, at our rector's suggestion, occupied myself with putting together a weekly literary miscellany in place of the pew sheet which I usually produce”.  If anyone would like Philp’s list (in lieu of his usual Choir quiz), I can put you in touch.

Looking further north, Kevin Paynes and friends (in Pannal, North Yorks) continue their sterling work ‘streaming’ church services and music.  Many of you also know Peter Stretton (Pannal Churchwarden and choir member).  Sadly, Peter’s son Anthony died a couple of months ago.  I’m consulting with Peter and Jane (Anthony’s wife) about a new ‘Mag & Nunc’ setting for Anthony, and I hope to have it ready later this year.  In nearby Ripon, Roger Taylor reports that Lucinda (the ‘Ripon Harpie’!) continues to delight the locals with live outdoor Harp performances.

Of course, we still don’t know about choirs.  In Saltburn (right at the other end of North Yorks), Helen Busby writes “I’ve tried a few virtual choirs but I’m still left singing alone in the study!” – though Paul meanwhile can play his digital organ in the dining room at any time!  Helen adds “All of this makes us appreciate how important it is to join in with as many events as possible” – Amen to that.  Here are a couple of 2019 memories, which I hope people will find encouraging:
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Continuing to look north, I’m happy to ‘plug’ the work of colleagues locally.  David Harris (DoM at St Oswald’s in Durham) continues his ‘Social Distance Sing’ videos – most recently on Pitoni’s ‘Cantate Domino’.
On the research front; last time, I mentioned Martin Ashley’s video talk:

https://strivingsignaller.wixsite.com/bks-media/what-s-happening-to-my-voice
Since then Martin has completed an important study, commissioned by the Association of British Choral Directors (ABCD).  It doesn’t offer any ‘easy answers’, and of course ideas keep changing, but he’s on the case of countering over-simple headlines or ‘sound bites’, and the damage they can do.  I think we should spread that kind of awareness:
https://www.abcd.org.uk/storage/Choral_Directions_Research/Where_have_all_the_singers_gone_publication_version.pdf
Prof Jackie Cassell (in Sussex) has started a Facebook group, “Safety & risk management for community choirs”, which Marftin and I have joined.  There’s also a research survey, promoted by Making Music, which may interest our people: https://universityofsussex.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_0iFbIk3dHMZsgXH?fbclid=IwAR2B1bliQPJdg_Rjh2_BdLAzKGqjnm4gvHRTxvCTtGV_aUcKJ4wMPlASwK4
When not busy with choral matters, Martin and I have another Network Rail level crossing training session due soon, though we’re still awaiting actual ‘call up’ for duty – mind you, when Janet heard that we’d both been accepted she did comment “Do NR know what they’ve got coming to them…”!  Meanwhile we’ve been working hard on requirements from the Office of Rail and Road (ORR) for re-opening ‘heritage’ railways after the prolonged closure.  Again there are no ‘easy answers’, I’m afraid.  It’s not looking good for some lines.
Finally, Brinkburn Priory is now open again (for visits booked in advance only), and the organ sounds as good as ever.  If the possibility emerges of one of our organ-based Choir gigs (with a small, distanced group of singers), of course I’ll tell you all immediately.
Meanwhile, do let us know your news… and please stay safe!
Kieran
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(left): Paul and Elijah, on the beach.  All we have to do now is get Paul singing!





(right): Elijah





Gibbons ‘Short’ reh., Newcastle 2019 – the ‘Can’ side. Gill, Lesley, Helen, Kay; Martin, Ian, Paul Gailiunas. From a video by Paul Busby.





Newcastle 2019 Curry Night – Pete  Larking (just about!), Janet, Philip; Kieran, Martin, Kevin, Peter Stretton.  Picture by Paul Busby again.








