
Dr John Birch (1929 - 2012) 
Organist and Master of The Choristers 1958 - 1980 

Photo above is of  the Dean and John who loaned his first folio addition 
of “Messiah” to accompany his recent Lecture on George Frederic    
Handel, both admiring and examining the score 
 
Many members will have attended John Birch’s funeral at All Saints  
Margaret Street . The Dean, The Very Revd. Nicholas Frayling, has 
kindly given permission to include his Eulogy.  You will find the full text 
printed on Pages 2 and 3 of this newsletter as well as reminiscences of 
John on page 4. 
 

Memorial Service 
It is like that a thanksgiving service to celebrate John’s  will be held  on 
Saturday 11 May 2013. at Chichester Cathedral.  This will also be the 
date for the 2013  CCCA  Summer Reunion. Members will have a 
chance to sing in the Memorial Evensong  with the Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra, for whom John played the organ for many years. 
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THE EULOGY given by The Dean of Chichester, The Very Reverend Nicholas Frayling, at the Fu-

neral Mass of John Birch – All Saints Margaret Street 15 May 2012 

 

Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in the one body, and 

be thankful.' (Colossians 3: 15) 

 

What is a priest to do on an occasion such as this? The temptation is to offer a stream of anec-

dotes about John, each of which would be capped by another from almost everybody present in 

this church. Happily for me, however, Roderick Swanston will give a Tribute to John at the end of 

this Mass, and the lot has fallen on me to preach this Sermon. 

 

It is a privilege to do so, not only for friendship's sake, but because I know John to have been a 

humble and devout Christian. We may think of his always-immaculate appearance; his fund of 

wicked stories (most of which were recycled many times over); his waspish sense of humour; his 

understated care for individuals; his consummate musicianship and his constant quest for perfec-

tion. All of these we recognised in him, but beyond them all was a very different person. 

John was not easy to get close to - it has been said that he was well defended - but to have sat 

opposite him, as I have during these past years, at Choral Evensong in Chichester, was to ob-

serve a deep spirituality at work, a rapt expression on his face, not only during the Psalms, the 

Canticles, the Responses and the Anthem, but in the prayers and in response to the preaching. 

It has often been said, almost to the point of cliché - that music is the servant of liturgy, but John 

really believed that, and was just as likely to offer an encouraging comment on a sermon or a par-

ticular prayer as he was to compliment Alan Thurlow or Sarah Baldock on an exceptional musical 

performance. At such moments, the peace of Christ did indeed dwell in John's heart. 

In Chichester, we have a time-honoured custom of commemorating members of the Cathedral 

Foundation at the first convenient Evensong after their death. There are special prayers, and the 

Choir sings the Russian Kontakion for the departed. On one such occasion - the death of Canon 

Roger Greenacre, last year - John said, wistfully, 'What a pity that won't happen for me - I'm not a 

Canon.' When I assured him that it would happen, John's eyes filled with tears, and he said, 'How 

wonderful.' The ceremony was performed, with some of his closest friends present. 

 

One person who did penetrate John's veil was Dean Walter Hussey, who appointed him Organist 

and Master of the Choristers at Chichester in 1958 at the age of just 29. John immediately told the 

Dean that he would resign his London appointments on account of his new responsibilities. 

Hussey, with great perceptiveness, told him to do no such thing. As a fellow bachelor (the Daily 

Telegraph would describe them both as 'fastidious') Hussey knew that John would need to find 

fulfilment away from the world of the Cathedral Close, and if he did so, would be the happier for it 

and a more effective Organist. The Royal College of Music, the Royal Choral Society, the Royal 

Albert Hall and countless pupils have been the beneficiaries of Hussey's wisdom. 
 

The more daring of the choristers referred to John as 'God', and one, returning after a few years, 
met Dean Hussey and said, 'Excuse me, Mr Dean, do you know where I might find  
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God?' 'Young man', replied Hussey, 'God is everywhere: Mr Birch is everywhere except  

Chichester.' 

 

But the music in Chichester was of course secure in John's very safe hands, ably assisted by a 

string of Assistant Organists, among whom were Richard Seal and Nicholas Cleobury. 

 

This evening the Cathedral Choir will have been singing the Psalm appointed for the 15th eve-

ning of the month, Psalm 78 - all 73 verses of it. On one occasion, Mark Wardell, our then As-

sistant Organist, gave the 32 foot reed an outing for 'the hot thunderbolts' in verse 49. After-

wards, John said, 'Marmaduke Conway at Ely used to warn organists against emulating the ex-

cesses of the weather or the sounds of the animal kingdom. How wrong he was!' 

John, through his music-making and his teaching, touched very many lives. Now, in this Req-

uiem, celebrated in this church at his own request, we come to the moment of truth. The care-

fully chosen Scriptures and the music remind us of the heart of that truth, which is the promise 

of eternal life through the resurrection of Jesus Christ: the love of God, the Good Shepherd - a 

love from which we believe even death cannot separate us ... 'See, I am making all things new' 

in the words of the sage of Revelation ... And then that mysterious teaching of Jesus about the 

bread of life, and the will of his Father that all who believe in the Son of God would have the gift 

of eternal life. 

 

It is a timeless message of salvation, enriched, to be sure, by the psalms, hymns and spiritual 

songs that St Paul commends to the Colossians, but at its heart a message that is always nec-

essary, always nourishing and always new. 

 

'Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts ... ' It is a peace that is indeed beyond our under-

standing - a peace of which the secret is praise. 

 

John Birch returned from South Africa just before Easter. On his last Sunday in Cape Town, as 

Father Alan Moses told us, he had worshipped, as was his custom, at St Michael and All An-

gels. Incidentally, a Requiem is being held in that church at this moment. The Organist, Deon 

Irish, who is present this evening, invited John to accompany the Anthem. It was the last music 

that he played in a service of worship. 

 

The piece was that old favourite by Maurice Greene: 'Lord, let me know mine end and the num-

ber of my days ...' 

 

But more than that, 'And now, Lord, what is my hope: truly, my hope is even in thee. 'O spare 

me a little that I may recover my strength before I go hence and be no more seen.' 

John would not have wanted it any other way. May he know the peace of Christ, of which the 

secret is praise. Amen 
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 Before I was appointed to Chichester in 1980 the only time I had seen John Birch was on the other side 

of the examiners' table, when I took my Fellowship of the Royal College of Organists. I first met him face 

to face on the day of the interviews at Chichester, when he had the task of showing the candidates 

around 2, St Richard's Walk. I met him again a few months later when Tina and I went back to measure 

up for curtains. Being very much in awe of John, and acknowledging the wonderfully distinctive sound 

that he produced from his treble choristers, I summoned up my courage on that occasion and asked if he 

could give me any hints as to how he achieved this. 'Not really,' he said, 'to be honest I don't understand 

it myself. All I do is to tell them when it sounds nice and tell them when it doesn't sound nice, then leave 

them to sort out which is which and how they do it.' Sound advice indeed! 

 

Many years later I was very touched to receive a card from John, congratulating me on having sur-

passed the number of days that he had served as Organist of the Cathedral. It was not that long after-

wards that John decided to make his move back to Canon Lane. Being the gentleman he was, and typi-

cally thoughtful about my reaction to the proposal, he insisted that the Chapter Clerk should sound out 

personally how I would feel about having him living in the Close and attending services. As he said to the 

Chapter Clerk, 'if I ask him myself, he might find it very hard to say no to me, but he can give you an hon-

est opinion'. Needless to say, I was delighted at the prospect and, when John arrived at his new flat in 

The Chantry, took great pleasure in presenting him with his own key to the organ loft. 

 

JB was always known for having a certain presence and a sense of style and panache. When I was Sub 

Organist at Durham Cathedral the story went round the organ world that John had some important tour 

to go on and, because there was limited time between the end of the Sunday evensong in Chichester 

and the flight departure from Heathrow the same evening, he had arranged for a helicopter to land on 

the Cathedral Green and to fly him direct from one to the other. Years later, during John's final years liv-

ing in the Cathedral Close again, I asked him whether this had really happened. To my amazement it 

had, though not quite exactly as told. The arrangement had been made by the management of which-

ever orchestra he was touring with, not by John himself, and they had in fact arranged for a car to take 

him from the Cathedral to Goodwood aerodrome, from where the helicopter departed. When the helicop-

ter landed at Heathrow, and to John's great pleasure, it was met by an airport car and he and his suit-

case were taken straight to the waiting plane without having to check in or go through security. As he 

said, on that occasion he felt as if JB might have been taken as standing for James Bond! 

 

Just before his eightieth birthday, John bought himself a bicycle (he explained to me that his doctor had 

suggested that he took more exercise). Knowing that Tina and I are keen cyclists, and as he hadn't been 

on a bike since the days of his youth, he asked me if I would mind collecting it for him; he was under-

standably nervous about taking his first cycle ride on a public road rather than 'wobbling up and down 

Canon Lane' (his own words). On the appointed day I called at John's flat; he then drove me out to Hal-

ford's store near the Sainsburys' roundabout and there John's chosen bicycle awaited him: a top-of-the-

range model complete with sprung saddle, disc brakes and shock absorbers - no surprises there, then! I 

had imagined that John would drive off in his car and await my arrival back at the flat. Not a bit of it. He 

drove sedately behind me all the way home at my speed of about 10 mph! The traffic jam that built up 

behind him made it look like all the cars following a hearse on the way to the crematorium (except that 

we were going in the wrong direction)! To finish the story, the following summer Tina and I recall with 

great affection a cycle ride which we shared with John.     

 

From Canon Lane we went down South Street to the Canal Basin, then cycled all the way down the tow 

path to the Marina at Birdham. There we enjoyed some afternoon tea in the cafe, by the boats and wa-

ter, before taking the official cycle route back through the fields (via Dell Quay) to the Fishbourne Road, 

and thence back to the City Centre via Westgate and West Street. A happy memory! 

Memories of JB . . . .  by Alan Thurlow 
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. . . . by Peter Watts 

Horace Hawkins was still the choir master 

when I was at Chichester so my stories 

relate to “afterwards”. 

My director of music at Hurst, Wilfred 

Smith, persuaded me to join the Royal 

Choral Society after leaving school. I think 

I was a member for a few years before Sir 

Malcolm Sargent introduced John Birch 

one Monday evening as our new rehearsal 

pianist. Our “season” ran from September 

to the end of March each year and I think 

John played virtually every Monday eve-

ning but also was the only accompanist of 

the four carol concerts we did each year in 

the Royal Albert Hall before Christmas. 

The choir was then 350 strong and could 

divide into 16 parts instantly. John’s ac-

companiments on the Albert Hall organ 

were idiosyncratic as you would imagine – 

especially in “On the First Day of Christ-

mas” when his improvisation on the pedals 

had to be heard to be believed! 

He was a wonderful character, a great mu-

sician, a total master of the organ and 

someone never to be forgotten. 

. . . by David Ruffer, Chorister 1963 –66 

When Walter Hussey claimed that John Birch was 
everywhere except Chichester, it was not much of 
an exaggeration. When I auditioned for the Junior 
Department of the Royal College of Music, it was 
run a venerable lady called Marjorie Humby. She 
peered at me over her glasses and said, “I see 
you are one of John Birch’s boys”, he, of course, 
was Professor of Organ there. I  wasn’t sure at the 
time if being one of his boys was a good or bad 
thing, but I did pass the audition in any event.  
 

I used to sing for the London Bach Society Choir, 
conducted by Paul Steinitz, whose father was 
vicar of St Paul’s West Street, now a pub. When I 
turned up for the final rehearsal of my first concert 
with the choir at the QEH, there was John all set to 
play continuo. He played for many concerts,      
including a tour of Italy, with James Bowman   
singing all the alto solos in four performances of 
the B Minor Mass and three of the St Matthew 
Passion which we performed starting in Turin and 
returning via Lucca, Bergamo and Brescia, all 
within ten days and a firemen's strike at Luton   
Airport. 
 

We had a common acquaintance in Arthur    
Davidson, who often conducted the RPO in the 
1970s and 80s. He taught me conducting and I 
played in the orchestra he directed at Goldsmiths' 
College. John was late for a rehearsal for Arthur at 
the Fairfield Halls in Croydon; he arrived in a flurry 
and made a great show of pulling out of organ 
stops. The rehearsal came to a stop shortly after 
John’s dramatic appearance. “That was great 
John”, drawled Arthur, he was Canadian, “the    
organ makes such a difference!” What the good Dr 
did not reveal was that he had not actually turned 
on the organ. 
 

In my video collection is an episode of Inspector 
Morse that features John Birch accompanying the 
tenor Bob Tear in a private recital for the          
murderer, just prior to his incarceration,  who was 
a lover of German Lieder and Schumann in      
particular. When I mentioned this to John he      
reflected that the best line had been cut. He      
explained that when Lewis had commented on 
Bob Tear’s large fee Morse opined that John Birch 
doesn’t come cheap either. Much to the good Dr’s 
chagrin this line was left on the cutting room floor! 
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John Birch with Andrew Porter, Treasurer, 

CCCA, Summer Reunion 2011 



Tom Skew , Chorister 1992 - 1998 
Tom and Emily got married on 28th July 2012 at Farbridge, West Dean, 
nr Chichester. 
They live in Locks Heath, Southampton. Tom is now a marine engineer 
(Third Officer) and Emily is a GP ST2 Doctor at Southampton General 
Hospital, she is currently working in Obstetric and Gynaecology. 

John Mountford, Organ Scholar 2006/7,  

John was married on Saturday, 21 July, to Harriet Campbell in 

Much Marcle, near Ross-on-Wye, Herefordshire.  

It was a Nuptial Mass: the weather was fabulous, the music 

wonderful (the choir was made up of friends of the couple from 

Bristol days and from John's time as Organ Scholar at Christ 

Church, Dublin) all directed by Judy Martin, former Director of 

Music at Christ Church; the organ was played by Tristan     

Russcher.  John has left Loretto School and is now organist and    

music teacher at Bradfield College in Reading; Harriet has one 

more year to study at university. 
 

The photo of the couple was taken by Sebastian Thomson, 

Chichester Organ Scholar 2004/5, who was one of the  

ushers. 

  News and photos of CCCA members 
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To contact David Ruffer with past chorister news, please 

write to:  

40 Beaufort Road, Bournemouth,  Dorset  BH6 5AN      

Phone: 01202 427 485 

e-mail: DvdRuffer@aol.com   

www.chichestercca.co.uk 



Photos from Michael Matthews from the mid 
60s  Below, David James, of Hilliard En-
semble fame, Paul Wilcox standing by the 
original swimming pool and the final black 
and white photo is the Cricket 2nd XI. 

1989 photo taken at the Downland and Weald  Museum, Chris Hamel-Cooke, with his brother 
Peter, seated, Alex Villiers and Andrew Porter together with Helen Porter and their two chil-
dren, Edward and Charlotte and Mrs Mathews. 
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The Robson Brothers  
Since leaving the Cathedral choir in 2000, twins Nicholas and Timothy gained music scholarships to Lanc-
ing College. Their interest in music continued to flourish and they sang and played throughout their time 
there, as well as finding time to study, act and play cricket and hockey.  
 
Nicholas gained a place to study Theology at Durham University and was a choral scholar at the Cathe-
dral with James Lancelot and directed his college orchestra. Graduating with a First Class degree, he 
completed a PGCE at St Hilda’s College Oxford and began teaching three years ago at Holland Park Com-
prehensive School in London. He has recently been promoted Assistant Head and Head of VI Form. He is 
still finding time to sing counter tenor with a group of singers from Durham. Sadly there is little time for 
cricket!!  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Timothy gained a place to study Medicine at Magdalen College Oxford, and was an Academical Clerk in 
Magdalen College’s choir under Bill Ives. He spent his clinical year at the John Radcliffe and after six 
years of study graduated as a doctor in 2011. He is currently in his FY1 year in South Shields, finding time 
to deputise as a Bass in Newcastle Cathedral choir and has recently joined the Northern Sinfonia’s cho-
rus. He departs for New Zealand in August 2012 for his second year of hospital training.  
 
Tom left Chichester Cathedral in 2001 and gained a music scholarship to Lancing College. His tenor voice 
began to develop and he had many opportunities to perform as a choir member and soloist. During his 
time there he won the West Sussex Youth Music Award, the first time it had been won by a singer. After 
spending a gap year as a Choral Scholar in Chelmsford Cathedral under Peter Nardone, Tom gained a 
place to study music with a choral scholarship at Royal Holloway, University of London. He is currently 
undertaking post-graduate study at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama, is a Lay clerk at Southwark 
Cathedral, deputises with St Paul’s Cathedral, taken roles with Dorset Opera, New Park Opera, Reis Op-
era in Holland and has a number of tours in Europe with the King’s Consort in 2012/2013.  
 
  

Organ Recital in Leeds Monday 19 November 
 

Members of the CCCA (particularly any living in the North) may be interested to 
know that at 1.05 pm in Leeds Town Hall on Monday 19th November, Simon Lind-
ley (Leeds City Organist) is giving a lunchtime organ recital titled 'The Art of Dr 
John Birch (1929-2012)'.  
 
The programme contains music by Howells, Harvey Grace, Jongen and Reger, 
and includes a performance of the last movement of the Howells Partita, a work 
which was premiered by JB.  Admission is free. 



 Treasurer’s Report: Andrew Porter 
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2012 Advent Procession and  Reunion  

 

This year’s Advent Procession and Reunion will take place on                             

Saturday 1 December 2012 and will be held in the Cloisters Café after the Advent 

Procession  (c.19:15).  Please see the separate booking form for details.   

Please complete the form and return to Dily Ruffer (CCCA Event Secretary), 40 

Beaufort Road, Bournemouth BH6 5AN by Friday 23 November.   

Seats will be reserved in the Quire (entry via St Richards Door ) 

and you are required to be seated by 17:45  

 CCCA Finance interim report – 2012 

 
At this time of year it is a little difficult to make predictions about the outcome of this year’s    
finances; but I’ll try. 
 

The main support of our activity is the membership subscription. It is currently a bit down on 
last year, being £1161 compared to £1358. Regrettably it appears that 6 banker’s orders have 
been cancelled. I thank those members who have supported us and the scholarship fund thus 
far and hope that in time you will be able to return to active membership. If you notice your 
bank has not made the payment you were expecting, please contact them to restart the      
transfers. 
 

The Summer Reunion was redesigned a bit this year and as planned did not cost you as much 
to attend as previously. The result is of course that there was only a little left in excess, £24 
compared to £48 last year. To date this year there has been no purchase of association para-
phernalia, but there is still time. 
 

Overall I expect our finances to adequately cover our activities of communicating with our  
members, supporting the Southern Cathedrals Festival, the Friends of Chichester Cathedral, 
and the Friends of Cathedral Music and also we continue to provide funding for the Scholarship 
Fund. 
 

The Scholarship Fund continues to support 4 choristers. Dividend payments of our investments 
have recently been reduced and we have had to dip into our reserves a little, but your      con-
tinued support through your donations maintains a healthy capital upon which I hope soon, the 
interest will improve.  
 

We are very grateful for the recent bequest made to us in the will of John Betson Ray, who was 
a long standing member of the Cathedral congregation. 
 

Again, many thanks for your continued support. 
 
Andrew Porter 
Hon. Treasurer 
Sept 2012 
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George Royle sent this photo.  He believes it was taken in Spring 1946 and he has listed  

the names as far as he remembers (unless anyone can correct them?!).  Names are in brack-

ets and quotes (“...”) means nick-name. 

 

Back row from left: 

1. Courtney major (“Kipper”). Came from Hayling Island and was one of four brothers 

over the years, I believe. Either he or Englemann (below) was head chorister. 

2. Howard Trundle 

3. ?  

4. Maybe Bob Howse or Courtney minor 

5. Tuck (Went on to Hurstpierpoint) 

6. ? 

7.  C C Abbott (also one of 3 or four brothers I believe, went on to Ardingly) (“CC”) 

 8.     George Royle (Went on to Lancing) 

9. (Ian?) Englemann. (Possibly head chorister, see above) 

 

Front row from left: 

10.     Matron (or maybe assistant matron to Mrs Fance, below) 

11.  John Woodhouse (am not absolutely certain about this, but he had to be in the  

 picture somewhere 

12.     Tim Harrison (went on to Lancing). 

13.  ? 

14.  Andrew Duncan-Jones (“DJ”) – Headmaster  

15.  Peter Begbie    

16.  (John) Sweetland 

17.  David Graebe 

18.    Mrs Fance (Matron or assistant matron). (Her husband was also on the teaching staff). 
 

 



Choir News from Sarah Baldock 
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New Probationers 

Two new probationers had joined (Year 4), Conrad Ellwood and Bryn Cousins.   

 

Lay Vicars 

Chris Pilgrim (Alto) had joined the back row.  The baritone had failed to materialise and 
auditions would be held in October; in the  meantime Malcolm Munro, who is now Direc-
tor of Music at St Andrew’s, West Tarring, is singing on every day except Friday and 
Sunday and these days were being covered by Deputies.   

The new organ scholar, Ben Cunningham, is from Winchester College. 

 

Past Choristers 

Isaac Waddington, Head Chorister until July 2012, is a finalist in the Chorister of the 
Year  

Competition on 29
th
 October at St Martin in the Fields.  This will be broadcast on 4

th
 No-

vember.   

 

Choir tours 

There are tentative plans for a choir visit to Bamberg and Bayreuth in June 2013 and of 
course this will require new fund raising! Activities planned so far include 

 

(1) an Opera evening  -  one of the Chorister mothers is a mezzo soprano  

 

(2) a Concert by the Choir after Evensong on 16
th
 February.  

 

Choral Evensong Broadcast 

There is to be a BBC Broadcast on 13
th

 March 2013 and possibly another recording in 
February.   

 

Congratulations  

Two of the Lay Vicars are to be married next year; Jeremy Smith will be married in the          
Cathedral to Emma in May and Tim Clifford-Hill in Portsmouth Cathedral to Alexandra, 
towards the end of the year 

 

Southern Cathedrals Festival (SCF), 2013 

It will be Chichester's turn to host the SCF again in 2013.  More details will be in the 
next Newsletter but I am sure CCCA Members will want to know that Mark Wardell,   
Assistant Organist (1997 - 2011) has been invited to give the Thursday Organ Recital. 
As usual, the CCCA will be sponsoring the event , any contributions to that would be 
most gratefully received.  

 

Donations should be sent to: 

Andrew Porter, CCCA Treasurer, 81 Alwyn Road, Maidenhead, Berks, SL6 5EJ 



2012 Advent Reunion  

including the Advent Procession 

                       to be held on  

Saturday 1 December 2012 

 

Details for the evening are also on the website  

 

Last orders to be received by  

Friday 23 November 2012 

 

Application forms are now available on the 
website www.chichestercca.co.uk 

CAROL SERVICES 

Please apply for Carol Service tickets 

from: The Royal Chantry 

Cathedral Cloisters, Chichester 

West Sussex. PO19 1PX 

01243 782595 

info@chichestercathedral.org.uk  

Carol Services will be held on: 

Friday 21 December at 6pm 

Saturday 22 December at 6pm 

Sunday 23 December at 3pm 

2012 Advent Procession and Reunion  
This year’s Advent Reunion will take place on Saturday 1 December 2012 

and will be held in the Cloisters Café after the Advent Procession 

(c.19:15).  Please see the separate booking form for details.   

Please complete the form and return to: 
 

Dily Ruffer (CCCA Event Secretary), 40 Beaufort Road, Bournemouth 

BH6 5AN by Friday 23 November. 
 

Seats will be reserved in the Quire (entry via St Richards Door ) 

and you are required to be seated by 17:45  

2013 Beer and Skittles Contest 
 

Saturday 23 March 2013 

Please note the date in your new diary that the 2013 event will be held on 

Saturday 23 March at the Four Chesnuts, The Hornet, Chichester.   
 

Further details will be sent to you in February or details will be found on the 

website in the New Year. 

Forthcoming Events 

2013 Summer Reunion  
Saturday 11 May 2013  

The reunion will be held in conjunction with Dr John Birch’s Memorial Evensong to which 

past choristers are invited to sing during the Evensong.    

Further details will be sent to you in February or alternatively found on the website in the 

New Year. 
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