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BISHOPWEARMOUTH CHORAL SOCIETY
ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING – 2025/2026 SEASON

This was held at Sunderland Minster, on Wednesday the 10th September 2025. The meeting began at 8.40 p.m., after an initial rehearsal, with Mike Foster in the chair and 36 members of the Society present.

Apologies for Absence : JC, SP, LT, SB, MD, EA.

Minutes of the last A.G.M. : These had been previously circulated and were unanimously accepted as a true record.

Matters Arising : None



The following reports were presented at the meeting and are reproduced below.

The Chair’s Report : This report was presented by M.F. :-

I’m pleased to report a very successful musical year. We started with a “Christmas Messiah” and the second half of the concert contained a special piece commissioned by the society. This was the beautiful; “A Child on Earth” by Lucy Walker which was written especially for Bishopwearmouth Choral Society and it was our pleasure to perform for the very first time; our first world premier!”

This was followed by a tremendous “Creation” and a beautiful French evening centering around the Faure Requiem. All three concerts were well received by the audience, and we enjoyed singing such a wide ranging repertoire.

We had our first choral scholarship students, Davina and Alex. The relationship was mutually beneficial with the young singers getting valuable experience and the choral society benefitting from their professionalism and energy. We wish them well for the future and would welcome them back at any time. We have new Alto and Soprano scholarship students for this year and are still looking for a young tenor and bass to complete the programme.

We enjoyed a singing day with David Lawrence who took us, and guests, through an exploration of the Creation”. It was really well received with the added bonus of enhancing our own performance.

We are pleased to report that the Minster is now lighter and warmer thanks to the work that has been done on the electrics and heating systems.

We will be proposing a social evening this season or next for the choir and their guests.

My thanks and gratitude, as always, has to go to David Murray and Eileen Bown who direct us and challenge us in the best way possible, and our committee who do so much behind the scenes in order to keep the society moving forward.


The Treasurer’s Report : The Treasurer, JC, presented the following points :

a) The accounts for 2024-2025 are presented with the equivalent figures for 2023-2024 and 2022-2023 for comparison. Expenditure during the year exceeded income by £13,673.91, the difference being made up from the legacy the choral society received in 2024. It was noted at the last AGM that some of the legacy would be spent on bursaries for student singers; a commission from Lucy Walker and purchasing copies of Carols for Choirs. The society also held a Come and Sing day with David Lawrence during this year. 
b) Subscriptions did not increase this year however the society agreed to reduce the cost of score hire from £6 to £5 a term and add it to the subscription, totalling £140 per year. There was concern that this may not be sufficient to cover the full cost of score hire, however I am pleased to report that together with income from hiring our music to other choral societies there was an overall surplus of £325 from our music library. My thanks to Stephen Richardson and Angela Lishman for their work on this. 
c) Due to the legacy the society’s total income last year exceeded a Charity Commission threshold and we were required by them to submit accounts checked by an Independent Examiner and a written annual report. The cost of the Independent Examiner is reflected in the General Admin entry. Having been treasurer for four years I was relieved to have my work checked and found to be good. The annual report can be found on the Bishopwearmouth Choral Society website and demonstrates how the society fulfils its charitable purpose by providing high quality concerts and musical education. 
d) The fees paid to musicians increased this year in line with inflation and other amateur music societies however, the total cost of all our concerts was very similar to the previous year. Income from concerts also remains comparable. We should take great pride that we are able to hear some world class soloists and musicians at our concerts. 
e) As an experiment instead of distributing tickets in envelopes for members to sell for the summer concert, I sold them direct at rehearsals. There was no significant impact on the numbers of tickets sold this way, however there may have been fewer donations made. The AGM should decide how the society wishes to distribute tickets to members to sell for future concerts. 
f) My thanks to everyone who takes part in the raffle or buys refreshments at rehearsals and in particular to the people who organise them as these make an important contribution to income, as does the coffee morning. There were fewer donations this year perhaps due to knowledge of the legacy. 
g) At the end of the year the society had reserves of £19,227. There is no need for an increase in subscriptions for the coming year 2025-2026. 

Note : The meeting was asked to confirm by vote the means by which tickets would be sold to members. It was agreed that in future these would be ordered and bought directly from the Treasurer.

The Chairman thanked the Treasurer for the accounts and his report.

There were no questions and the accounts were unanimously accepted.


The Conductor’s Report for 2024-2025 was given by D.M :-

So, 2024 – 2025 was again a very happy and satisfying season for me. We did three splendid concerts with totally different repertoire in them, and managed to maintain a very high standard of performance throughout.

The Autumn term saw us working on a lovely Christmas programme, which was subject to quite a few changes as the term went on, largely due to me either changing my mind about things or miscalculating timings. It didn’t seem to matter very much as happily you all took it in your stride and took on board my whims and fancies. 
It was a Christmas Messiah followed by a lovely Christmassy mix in the 2nd half. It was also the first season in which we tried out our new choral scholarship idea. Our two scholars, Alexandra Lee and Davina Halford McLeod joined us every week for rehearsals and also took solos in the Messiah. They were a joy to have amongst us not only in the Autumn term but indeed through the entire season, adding their lovely vocal quality to the texture of the choir and also a very enthusiastic and musicianly approach to choral singing.
In December we were joined by two other young soloists- Archie Inns (tenor) a pupil of Miranda wright at the Royal College of Music and Patrick Owston (baritone) an ex-pupil of Miranda’s who is now free lancing and who has sung for us on several occasions before.

Things progressed well: it was in the end quite an ambitious mix with the technical demands of the Messiah on the one hand, and a huge mixture of styles on the other hand in the 2nd half. This included an amazing arrangement of Bethlehem Down by David Hill for tenor and choir – which caused us considerable photocopying challenges! – and an extraordinary arrangement of The Holly and the Ivy by Britten for baritone solo and piano which Patrick sang. There were the tried and tested Rutter and Chilcott settings and Darke’s ‘In the Bleak Midwinter’. But in many ways the highlight was as well as singing The Christmas Life by Lucy Walker – which we had sung a year ago in the 2023 Christmas concert, we had also commissioned a new Christmas setting from her, A Child on Earth on a text by Betjeman. It was really beautiful and not difficult to sing. And, that she was actually able to come to the concert in person was the icing on the cake.

Added to the mix was the utilisation of Archie’s voice and Patrick’s voice in the tenor and bass sections in our choral singing – making the most glorious sounds. And as if that wasn’t enough we actually had Miranda Wright and Anne Marie Owens in the audience.
It was quite an occasion and a fabulous concert.

Before I go on to cover the rest of the season I have to mark the fact that last season started with the saddest of news. In September 2024 it became clear that our previous chairman, Christine Alder, was by this time terminally ill. Right from the start of things in September she was a huge miss. As well as being a terrific alto with a voice that everyone could key into and blend into, she had shown outstanding leadership for many many years, and had led the choral society unwaveringly in all that time. Its hard to explain how big a gap she left for all of us. From my point of view she was simply an outstanding chairperson – always hugely supportive, and so easy to work alongside for the many years I had the privilege of doing that. She died in November and many of us were at her funeral in early December. I know , however, that she would have been very proud of what we achieved this past season.

The New Year saw us embarking on one of our favourite pieces, Haydn’s Creation. This is such fun to work at, brimming with glorious choruses and such joyous music from beginning to end. And there is not an enormous amount to do – Haydn gets it just right – challenging to sing but not bogged down by an overload of choral writing.

The first rehearsals were very interesting as there was a real absence of light- an irony which was not lost on us given the text of the first chorus. In fact rehearsal no.1 was abandoned completely as we were literally in the dark. From there onwards things gradually evolved and our locations within the Minster were ever changing – it was an interesting journey not knowing whereabouts we were going to be from week to week and where the light would be coming from.

One great addition we had to all this was the singing day with David Lawrence. I worked out that I hadn’t seen him since 2013 and I was wondering whether he would be as funny and entertaining as he always was in days gone by. I needn’t have worried – he was if anything even funnier, as well being quite amazing in what he was able to do with the choir over one day. It was a huge boost and definitely added to what was to be an outstanding performance in April.

We had the most fantastic soloists – Ana Fernandez Guerra was a soprano I worked with a lot when she was studying with Miranda and then I didn’t see her at all from around 2018 until last September when she came and sang at Hexham. I was completely bowled over by her voice and musicianship – she was always really, really excellent but this was another level altogether. She was in good company – tenor Daniel Joy and bass Andri Robertsson were also magnificent not only vocally but terrific in portraying the Creation story and the characters in the story.

We had a magnificent orchestra led by Bradley Creswick and so were all set for a vivid and exciting performance which it certainly was. Every aspect of the performance was at the highest level, and of course I include the choral singing at the top of that list. What a triumph and what an enjoyable occasion.

The summer term saw us depart from the intended plan, which was to sing Brahms Requiem on June 14th. Fortunately, quite early on in the new year I had taken the trouble to count the number of rehearsals available to us after returning from our Easter break and it amounted to 6. This was not going to be nearly enough to get ready for the huge might of the Brahms Requiem. A more realistic programme was decided upon – the Faure Requiem with other French pieces for choir, soloists, and a chamber music ensemble were added together in what was a really lovely mix. And so different from what we had worked at so far in the season, it became a very refreshing change as well as delightful music making.

To make things a bit easier still we had managed to dedicate a couple of rehearsals in the Easter term to making a start on the majority of the Requiem which made a big difference when we started on it for real.
Our choral scholars really came into their own here: Alexandra was an absolutely perfect soloist for the Pie Jesu in the Requiem. There was nothing in the Requiem for Davina, but she gave a brilliant performance of her two Debussy songs in the second half. Alongside all of this these two girls were preparing for their final recitals at Newcastle University and it was really lovely to see so many of the choral society turning up at the Kings Hall and supporting them. They both gave first class recitals and they both received a first class mark for their recitals, unsurprisingly.

Once again Patrick was able to join us and as well as singing the baritone solos in the Requiem gave us a lovely performance of three Fauré songs under the title Poeme D’Un Jour. It was a lovely concert. We had the rather odd orchestration that Faure left us with for the Requiem – i.e. practically no violins and many violas, cellos and basses. And then the associated challenge of having some of those viola players turn themselves back into violin players for the rest of the repertoire in the concert.

I had just done a rather extraordinary piece by Durufle with my Westerly trio – the Prelude Recitatif and Variations, and I was glad that I was able to incorporate it into the programme giving us as well as a very different musical voice, also a piece that was totally instrumental.

The addition into the mix of our well loved favourite miniatures – Faure’s  Cantique de Jean Racine, and Franck’s Panis Angelicus as well as Saint Saens’ Calme des Nuits and Lauridsen’s Dirait – on made it a very enjoyable sing which blended well with the solos and chamber music of the first half of the programme.
The end of another really glorious season and for me a hugely enjoyable one.

Now to the forthcoming season.

We start with Brahms Requiem – a mighty piece and one of the greatest pieces in the repertoire. For some time now I have been doing this piece with the piano duet accompaniment that Brahms himself devised for it, rather than in the full orchestral version. I think that apart from the financial savings this affords, this arrangement does show the choir to its best advantage and it is more possible to achieve nuances in dynamic and some rubatos even, as its more like performing chamber music. However, I have been hearing about a new chamber scoring by Iain Farrington. This is scored for 8 players and whilst retaining the original piano texture as in the Brahms arrangement, he adds woodwind and strings to it also. I think it will be a very manageable ensemble and one which will be in no danger of swamping the choir which is always the worry with the full orchestra. So I’m looking forward to trying this out.

The New Year sees us doing St Nicolas – a piece I always love doing with its spectacular semi staging and the gallery choir and the pickled boys. I’m in negotiations with Newcastle Cathedral to see if they can join us for this. There is also a spectacular tenor solo part- so I’ll have to have a good think about who to ask for that.

Then in the summer we return to a programme we haven’t done for a while. It will be a programme of operatic highlights – choruses which are all conveniently contained in the Oxford book of opera choruses. It should be great fun. And to intersperse the operatic feast we have our favourite violinist of all time joining us, Bradley Creswick – who just seems to get more and more entertaining and astonishing as time goes by.

So much to look forward to. Many thanks as ever to my brilliant hard working committee without whom we couldn’t achieve any of this, and of course many thanks also to Eileen Bown who as well as playing brilliantly for all our rehearsals takes on the additional task of warming us up and taking the ladies on their own in the split rehearsals. Again someone without whom we could not achieve what we do.

Election of Officers – These were conducted as follows :

[bookmark: _Hlk115358014]For the election of the officers of the Society, the present incumbents withdrew and the meeting was temporarily chaired by DM. As there were no other nominations for the posts of Chairman, Secretary and Treasurer it was unanimously carried that the present incumbents – M.Foster, E.Watson and J.Cripps would continue in those roles, which they agreed to do.

MF resumed the chair. There were no nominations for the roles of Soprano and Bass Section Reps but the present holders (JK & MA) agreed to continue in the roles and this was unanimously accepted. 
					 

Any Other Business :– 


There being no other business, the meeting closed at 9.20 p.m.
	

Eileen Watson,
Hon.Secretary.
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