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A Choir is formed 
 
Cantique began as an invitation to dinner on Friday evening, the first day of October 2007. 

That evening four old friends, enjoying a fine glass of wine and some bon repartee, decided 
that there was an opening for a choir with impeccable standards of performance in the area. 
Could we live up to such a task? 
 
How many people, what kind of repertoire, where would we rehearse, how do we fund the 
music and rehearsal rooms, what would we wear, were some of the varied questions I 
expected to hear. But not so.  'Let's have a sing'. Now that was more like it, you do not talk 
about music, you make music, and that is what we did. That evening, Jan sang soprano, 
Anita sang alto, me - I sang tenor and played piano and John sang bass.  A few middle of the 
road Beatles, Simon and Garfunkle songs and light classics were all we sang, but it got us 
motivated. 
 
Over the past few years, since returning home to Lancashire after spending many, many 
years in Yorkshire and Humberside, I had directed several choirs in the local area of West 
Lancashire and Merseyside and the one thing that encouraged me in my realization of the 
dream was knowing that the majority of the people that had sung in my choirs were always 
enthusiastic about being there and working with me, could I encourage some of them to 
join the group?  Hold on.  You can't have a choir called 'the group', we had to find an 
interesting, appealing, meaningful name for it.  Several ideas were mooted including 
'Serenade', 'Cantata' and a few others, before deciding on 'Cantique' - a French word 
meaning 'song', how appropriate and it just happened to feature in the title to one of my all 
time favourite songs, 'Cantique de Jean Racine' by Gabriel Faure 
 
All within the space of a few days the new choir, Cantique, the epitome of musical elegance, 
was formed consisting of just the four of us. Now the search was on to interest people in 
joining us and we decided that, even at this early stage, we would insist on enrolling 
members who we knew would be an asset to the group but more so, would fit in with the 
ideas of bon ami. After all, a small group would not last long in a politically overactive 
setting, we need to be friends as well as singers. 
 
After researching the internet [what a wonderful tool it is], we came upon the Ecumenical 

Centre in Skelmersdale as an ideal rehearsal venue. It had several rooms of varying sizes, a 

good instrument to accompany the choir, it was very central to the area with parking nearby 

and Gerry, the caretaker, being such a great guy was really quite keen for us to use the 

building as and when we were able  - and at an affordable rent. Now followed a leap of 

faith, we booked the venue and then started to find the singers. 

It made a lot of sense to hold the first rehearsal at our house and it was a great opportunity 
to have our grand piano tuned up to pitch and made ready to entertain the troops. 



 
As I was the conductor of the ensemble, it was decided that Jan become honorary 

accompanist to a choir of two. No, that wouldn't do, so a few phone calls later and the 

nucleus of Cantique was drawn up from friends who had sung with me in some of my 

previous choirs.  The first week's line-up, on the 31st October 2007, comprised the following 

people: 

Astrid Levy 
Chris Atkinson 
Jan Hodson 
Lisa Tatler and  
Nikki Fishburn [soprano's] 
 
Anita Archer,  
Alice Barker and  
Alyson Holden [contraltos] 
 
Derick Pearce and  
Andrew Fishburn [tenor] 
 
John Hodson,  
Derek Fordham and  
Paul Silcock [bass] 
 
.........  and me feeling rather pleased with the basics of a new chamber choir. During this 
first rehearsal we, the new choir, sang the ƳŀŘǊƛƎŀƭΣ Ψ/ƻƳŜ ŀƎŀƛƴΩ, John RutterΩǎ ΨtǊŀȅŜǊ ǘƻ 
{ǘ tŀǘǊƛŎƪΩΣ ǎƻƳŜ ŎƘƻǊǳǎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ±ƛǾŀƭŘƛΩǎ ΨDƭƻǊƛŀΩ ŀƴŘ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ /ƘǊƛǎǘƳŀǎ /ŀǊƻƭǎΦ 

 

Within a few weeks of forming we were asked to sing Christmas Carols at Speke Hall, a 
National Trust stately hall in Liverpool, this being the motivation we needed to produce a 
musical programme that would catapult us on the road to success. 



A very different Christmas     2007 

 

Speke Hall was staging one of their Christmas Events and the building was bedecked in 

Festive decorations. We were to sing in the main hall in the middle of stalls showing 

seasonal arts and crafts. From the outset people came in to hear us sing and by inviting 

them to sing some of the carols with us and suggest others, we soon made friends.  

However, it was not easy for us to introduce ourselves to the visitors and so, equipped with 

various pieces of Cantique literature, we enlisted the help of Annie, the young daughter of 

Nikki and Andrew, to go round the people telling them who we were, where we came from 

and where they could hear us again. 

 
The occasion was a great success for us and although we were not able to oblige, we were 
invited back the following Christmas. 
 
 
Very soon afterwards, we enlisted another soprano, Elaine Alexander, as we continued to 
build on our early success. Little did we know at the time that Elaine, wife of Bruce who I 
remembered well from my time with the Occasional Singers, would prove to be such an 
invaluable contributor to the group as both a second pianist and versatile singer. 
 
 

Before our performances at Speke Hall, two other exciting events played a large part in the 
formation of the group, events which necessitated rapid self-belief in us and our talents and 
an urgent need to adapt quickly in the face of adversity. 
 
For approximately six years I had given an organ recital in a small, English speaking Church 
situated on Alla Road, Pwllheli, North Wales. This usually coincided with our family holiday 
but in 2006 they asked if I could go down and give a Christmas concert.  That year I was 
proud to include my wife, Anita, and Frank, her father in the concert and during the concert 
they sang a lovely duet together, the last time they were to sing together as, sadly, Frank 
passed away in 2007. 
 
The people in Pwllheli enjoyed the concert so much that they invited us back the following 
year and so on the first of December, 2007 approximately six members of the newly formed 
choir trooped off on a cold, wet, windy day to entertain our friends at Alla Road. 
 
We arrived safely, some of us later than others and Derick even managed to fit in a visit to 
the Coop.  In due time we unpacked the cars, went into the church and began to prepare for 
a brief rehearsal.  BANG!!!  At that point the organ blew a major fuse so over we went to the 
piano.  CRASH!!!! The piano was last tuned when Noah was a lad, as the expression goes 
ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ǎǘŜǇ ǿŀǎ ΧΧΧ t!bL/Η  bƻΣ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Řƻ ǘƘat, to use the old 
ŀŘŀƎŜΣ ΨǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǿ Ƴǳǎǘ Ǝƻ ƻƴΩΦ   
 



We all sat down with our music books and proceeded to work out an impromptu 
unaccompanied concert programme of Christmas music that ΨwowedΩ everyone in the 
church that cold December evening. 
  
The evening could have been both a disaster and a disappointment to the people of 
Pwllheli, but instead of that, the choir sang on a different level and the occasion gave us so 
much added confidence for the next two performances that we had to give at prestigious 
Speke Hall for the National Trust.  
 
¦ƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǿƛƴǘŜǊ ŎƻƭŘΩ ǎŜŀǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŦǘ 
Astrid sadly croaking away, far too ill to join us at Speke Hall. 
 
.ǳǘ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƴƻǘ ƪŜŜǇ !ǎǘǊƛŘ ŘƻǿƴΦ  !ǎ Ψ!ǊƴƛŜΩ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅΣ άLΩƭƭ ōŜ ōŀŎƪέ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǊŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΣ ǎƘŜ 
soon was. 



The Gangster Choir 

 

On the 18th December 2007 I received an email from Eventa Management in Liverpool 

asking if I could provide a choir to sing for a funeral in Liverpool on the 20th. We negotiated 

a price and I booked singers who were not working that day. I asked Derick if his daughter, 

Michelle, would like to sing with us and increase the number of ǎƻǇǊŀƴƻΩǎ. Michelle jumped 

at the opportunity and in doing so increased our top line by one more. Another great 

outcome of the day was that I managed, after trying for several weeks, to entice Lisa [Tatler] 

ǘƻ Ƨƻƛƴ ǳǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎƛƴƎΦ   L ƘŀŘ ƘƻǇŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŎŜ ΨōƛǘǘŜƴΩ [ƛǎŀ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŦǳǎŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ƻƴōƻŀǊŘ 

[which she did] and so, together with Chris and Astrid, we now not only had a choir but had 

three excellent and very different soloists to draw on. 

 
We arrived with time to spare only to be greeted by hordes of policemen and women, many 
on horseback, some of whom escorted us into the church. We climbed the staircase up to 
the gallery in the rather beautiful Catholic church and began preparing to sing the service, 
but when we looked down into the nave of the church we could see a sea of black coats and 
dark sunglasses.  What kind of funeral were we singing for? 
 
The service passed uneventfully with the choir singing a selection of light classical pieces 
including the Mozart 'Ave Verum Corpus' and the Schubert 'Sanctus' and we all went on our 
way to our respective homes. 
 
That evening John [Hodson] rang.  "Have you seen the article in tonight's Liverpool Echo?  
We have been singing at a gangster funeral.  All the black coated, dark sunglasses were 
being worn by lots of local bouncers helping maintain an air of dignity [?] throughout the 
proceedings.  Were we to become known as 'The Gangster Choir'? 

 



Early one morning: 
Wedding Fairs and choir recruitment 
 
The next stage in the development of the choir was to actively seek out some kind of 
financial help, necessary to pay for rehearsal venues and music purchasing. 
 
We started to attend Wedding Fairs in the area, notably at the Prince of Wales Hotel 
[27/1/08] on Lord Street, Southport and West Tower Country Hotel [23/2/08] at Aughton. 
Both of these were a success in some ways but promised much and led to little in the way of 
venues, the choir took the decision that there had to be a better way forward than this.  But 
some good did emerge from our trips. Many people heard us at The Prince of Wales Hotel 
and we secured a few wedding appearances, and at West Tower we had a fantastic photo 
opportunity as Andrew took some excellent press photographs amid wedding cars, grand 
pianos and on the steps of the hotel itself.  Unfortunately, both Andrew and Nikki were soon 
to leave us largely due to the many hours they were putting in visiting Alex, their son, who 
was a chorister at Durham Cathedral. 
 
This meant looking for a new tenor and so the search began, we were not going to put 
ourselves in the same position as most choirs and have a weakness in that department. We 
heard that an old friend of the family [well, not that old!] had come back to the area and so 
we invited Alan [Brown], who had sung for many years with the Haydock Male Voice Choir 
with Derek [Fordham], to join the group. Alan was glad to be asked and so together with my 
brother, Philip and the other Derick, formed a great tenor section.  At approximately the 
same time, taking the plunge and on the crest of a wave with our recruitment campaign, we 
managed to secure the services of Bruce Alexander into the tenor section and Alan Clark, 
another member of the Haydock Male Voice Choir, into the basses.  The new line up was 
now as follows: 
 
Soprano      Alto 
Astrid Levy      Alice Barker 
Chris Atkinson      Alyson Holden 
Elaine Alexander     Anita Archer 
Lisa Tatler 
Michelle Pearce 
 
Tenor       Bass 
Alan Brown      Alan Clark       
Bruce Alexander     Derek Fordham 
Derick Pearce      John Hodson 
Philip Archer      Paul Silcock 
 
Jan Hodson   [accompanist] 
James Archer  [Musical Director] 
 
Later on that year we were fortunate to welcome Libby Simmons into the Altos bringing 
great talent, a youthful approach and an excellent flautist to our ranks. 
 



 
 

Cantique sing at West Tower Country Hotel 
 
 
 
 
¢ǿƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǊǘǎ ŀǘ {ǘ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎΩΣ [ȅŘƛŀǘŜ ϧ Down Holland [31/5/08] ŀƴŘ {ǘ tŜǘŜǊΩǎΣ 
Hindley [27/6/08] occupied us during the first six months of 2008.  These concerts saw the 
ōƛǊǘƘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƴƻǿ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ tŀǘǊƛƻǘƛŎ tŀǊǘȅ tƛŜŎŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊƛƴƎ ƳǳŎƘ ŦƭŀƎ ǿŀǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ [ƛǎŀΩǎ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ 
Union Dress made out of two towels and a nappy [wellΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ L ǎŀȅϐΦ  Following these 
concerts the majority of the group stayed behind to socialise ς perhaps not worth 
mentioning, you might think, but it indicated from an early point that the choir were not 
ƻƴƭȅ ƎƻƻŘ ǘŜŀƳ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ΨƎŜƭΩ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΦ  
 
In WǳƭȅΣ Wŀƴ ŀƴŘ L ōŜƎŀƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀ Ǉƛŀƴƻ ŘǳŜǘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ψ[ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ƘƻǇŜ ŀƴŘ ƎƭƻǊȅΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ 
would later incorporate into our Patriotic Party Piece.  It took many revisions but was an 
excellent learning curve in the writing of duets. 
 
The following few months saw us rehearsing for an event which was to catapult us even 
further up in the echelons of musical achievement.   
 
 The Wedding. 



Liverpool Cathedral Lady Chapel    8-8-8  
 
 
An invitation had been received, from relatives of Astrid, for the choir to sing the music for a 
wedding to be held in Liverpool Anglican Cathedral Lady Chapel on the 8th August 2008, 
hence the chapter title 8-8-8.  All kinds of music was suggested all of which went completely 
over our heads.  Who could imagine, a newly formed choir being asked to perform in such a 
prestigious venue.  Wow!! 
 
Eventually we came down to earth and began rehearsing the music, which was to include 
IŀƴŘŜƭΩǎ /ƻǊƻƴŀǘƛƻƴ !ƴǘƘŜƳΣ ½ŀŘƻƪ ǘƘŜ tǊƛŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊ 
much I enjoy conducting my choir I had to play the organ for this as no-one else had 
sufficient experience, so it was decided that I accompany the choir and Jan [Hodson] would 
conduct. For the purposes of this event I decided to enlist the help of three members of my 
choir at Hindley, {ǘ tŜǘŜǊΩǎΤ YŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜ aŀǎǎŜȅ ώǎƻǇǊŀƴƻϐΣ 9ƛƭƭŜŜƴ tŜƴŘƭŜōǳǊȅ ώŀƭǘƻϐ ŀƴŘ WƛƳ 
Overend [tenor].  
 
The grandness of the wedding setting inspired the group to sort out a style of dress that 
would look good and give us crowd appeal for this and future concerts. 
 
After considerable research on the internet [we lost count of the number of emails too-ing 
and fro-ing] the ladies decided on a beautiful fan shrug dress on sale at Marks and Spencers. 
So on the 2nd August Jan and Lisa went and bought dresses for all the ladies. To complement 
these dresses the gentlemen bought gray shirts and diagonally striped ties and every 
member of the choir was equipped with a silver folder in which to hold all their concert 
music. 
 
After various discussions with Sam Austin, organ scholar at the Cathedral, it was decided 
that, because I have had considerable experience playing organs in large buildings and with 
large acoustics, I would play the organ for the choir pieces and Jan would conduct. 
 
We know that Chris Atkinson would not be with us as she was going on holiday but imagine 
my surprise when, as I was unpacking my bags, I received a text message from her. 
 
ά{ƻǊǊȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳ ǘƻŘŀȅ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘΦ  IƻǇŜ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ƎƻŜǎ ǿŜƭƭΧΦΦέ 
 
ά²ŜƭƭέΣ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΦ άCŀƴŎȅ ƴƻǘ ōƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǎƛƴƎέΗΗ  9ǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǊƻŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΦ 
 
 
We sang well, waiting for the bride to arrive. 
 
We sang well for another ten minutes, waiting for the bride to arrive. 
 
²Ŝ ǎŀƴƎ ǿŜƭƭ  ΧΧΦ 
 
²Ŝ ǎŀƴƎ ǾŜǊȅ ǿŜƭƭ ΧΧΧΧΦΦ 
 



Forty five minutes and an entire concert later, the bride eventually arrived and the service 
proceeded without further incident, but what a day it was. And do you know what, we did 
ƴƻǘ ǊŜǇŜŀǘ ƻƴŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǇƛŜŎŜΣ L ǿƛƭƭ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ǿŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦΦ 
 
 



 

The Tatton Park Experience  

 
Things are going well for the choir, we have a very stable membership, an ever growing 
repertoire of music from such a diverse period of history and we had no shortage of people 
wanting us to give concerts. In fact, since our appearance at Liverpool Anglican Cathedral 
ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǊǘǎ ŀǘ {ǘΦ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎΩΣ {ǘΦ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ ŀƴŘ bŜǿōǊƻǳƎƘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
harvest festival. 
 
We were discussing where to sing for Christmas, always a tricky one as each member sang in 
several choirs, when we were contacted by Tatton Park [National Trust] in Cheshire asking if 
we would perform three times as part of their Christmas festivities.  There were to be two 
choirs, ourselves and the Alteri choir, each in turn singing on the grand staircase at the 
culmination of the tour.  We would be singing to the guests at the end of the visit and in 
front of the most beautifully presented Christmas tree which seemed to reach to the sky. 
 
We performed completely Ψŀ-ŎŀǇŜƭƭŀΩ as there was little room to put a keyboard, and we 
entertained with a non-stop selection of well known Christmas Carols encouraging requests 
from the visitors and at one stage, teaching them a carol that they would sing with us. 
People would meander in to find out where the singing was coming from and ended up 
staying quite a while as we enticed suggestions from young and old alike and never failed to 
sing their many requests. Gradually, several of the staff came in to hear us and take part in 
the festivities too. What a lovely way to celebrate Christmas with all these new friends and 
how honoured we were to sing in such beautiful surroundings. 
 

 
 


