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“ Let their  celestial concer ts all unite”  
 

With these words Handel’s oratorio “Samson” ends in a glorious chorus. They might 

have been the motto for the 54 singers and the 17 Choir “groupies”  – friends and 

family members – who went on the Gloucester Choral Society’s first ever overseas 

tour from 24th to 31st October 2009.  Thanks to George Hayter we went to Northern 

Cyprus to team up with the 33 members of the Kyrenia Chamber Choir. George, with 

Annabel, did so much at that end to make the tour possible: the organisation at this 

end was led by Nigel Nicholls. To them and to those who helped them, the party owes 

a great debt of gratitude. 

“Bonding”  is the modern jargon 

for what was supposed to happen 

on tour – and it did so. We were a 

well-balanced group, both 

personally and musically (14 

sopranos, 2 trebles, 15 altos, 10 

Tenors and 11 basses). We 

enjoyed ourselves together – 

round the hotel pools, at meals and A merry band! 
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on visits, which were the holiday part of the tour. And we blended easily with the 

voices of the Kyrenia singers to make, if not a “celestial concert,”  a cohesive choir of 

over 80 voices. 

 

A bit of adversity is supposed to increase the bonding strength. We survived the 

opening bout of adversity – a 2am start from Westgate Street in the coach to 

Manchester airport. We were 

inured to a 4am call in Kyrenia to 

launch us on our way back. But 

we had not reckoned on the 

adversity of a total lighting 

blackout, with a page of the 

“Armed Man” yet to be sung, in 

the first of the two performances 

of that work in the refectory of 

Bellapais Abbey.  

 

The gothic refectory, somewhat bigger than our Chapter House, had two perfectly 

good sodium lights for lighting our copies. But a gantry of extra lighting was added to 

give dramatic effect to the music and, with the danger of the fuses blowing, the 

sodium lights could not be turned on.  

 

When in the event the fuses did blow, all was plunged into darkness. Some people in 

the audience thought that that was an intended dramatic effect in itself. Not so. 

Guided by the orchestra, with the conductor invisible, we drifted to an acceptable 

conclusion and a loud round of applause. (During the second performance there was 

no such alarm, though some of our number smelt smoke from an electrical circuit 

fire.) 

 

A word about the orchestra: in effect it was a “scratch”  ensemble, with 9 different 

nationalities in it, gathered from as far away as Ankara and Switzerland.  Its 30-or-so 

players produced not only a loud noise, but a pretty accurate one, with some excellent 

Bellapais Abbey 
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cello playing, bright brass and confident percussion. Each desk had an individual light 

– useful for getting us all to the end of the “Armed Man” in the dark. 

 

The “Armed Man” performances, for which we had been well prepared by Adrian 

Partington, were what we were there for first and foremost, but there were three other 

excellent musical experiences for GCS.  

 

Just over 24 hours after we had arrived in 

N Cyprus, we gave our own concert in 

Karmi church, an Orthodox church, now 

disused, but maintained by the members of 

the expatriate community. With a domed 

ceiling above us and a wooden ikonostasis 

behind us, it gave us a lovely acoustic in which, with Adrian Partington in relaxed 

charge, to sing 4 Rennaissance pieces, 2 nineteenth century French works, 4 modern 

settings and two Handel choruses. 

Russell Burton nobly produced 

organ and piano sounds from the 

keyboard to accompany us. 

Apparently the review in the local 

newspaper referred to “world class 

singing” . Certainly the sound of 

both “Zadok the Priest”  and 

“Hallelujah”  in that little church 

must have nearly blown the audience out of their minds. Not all was perfect, but we 

did enjoy ourselves.  

 

Two other performances were more informal. On our penultimate evening, a group , 

led by the multi-tasking Elvin Young (who gave us starting notes, conducted and sang 

the Alto part) gave an a cappella “soirée”  in the hotel reception with several works 

from “European Sacred Music”  plus “Teddy Bears’  Picnic” . Then on our last day, in 

Karmi Church 

Karmi Concert 
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the magical former monastic church of St Antiphonitis among woods in the mountains 

another group, again led and pitched by Elvin Young, responded to the mellow 

acoustic impromptu and sang by heart Bruckner’s “Locus iste”  Then we did feel like a 

“celestial concert” ! We will be on record, a local film crew being by chance on hand. 

On this last tour of the holiday we were taken along the coast from Kyrenia, not only 

into the mountains, but sadly into mist and rain. Indeed by the end of the week the 

weather had turned the wrong way.  

 

The enormous enjoyment of the outdoor 

mealtimes and swimming at the hotel in 

the first part of the week was damped by 

unpredictable rain. Nonetheless a boat 

party had lunch and fun swimming and 

snorkelling off the coast, initially in sun. 

Another party tramped enjoyably with the 

Hayters round the Turkish part of Nicosia.  

 

Several mini-bus loads spent a fine day 

in the wide plain south of the northern 

range, visiting St Barnabas Monastery, 

the vast remains of ancient Salamis 

(where the public loos are among the 

best preserved sights), and Famagusta, 

with its gothic cathedral beautiful as a 

mosque (as in Nicosia).  

And, though at the end of the week Kantara castle 

was in the mist, days earlier the castle of St Hilarion 

behind Kyrenia was ascended by a big party to get 

lovely clear views of the coastal strip – albeit to the 

accompaniment of the Turkish army in the camp 

below firing small arms and letting off explosions.  

 

St. Barnabas monastery 

Charlie Bagnall makes sure he can see the conductor! 

The latest fashion! (Nicosia visit) 
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Fortunately all was peace in time for our return to the hotel. At various times people 

walked into the town of Kyrenia to shop or to eat or drink in one or other of the bars 

and restaurants round the harbour. One hazard was that on the return walk several of 

us found that two or three dogs of uncertain parentage would attach themselves to our 

party in order to see us back to the hotel, to be firmly repelled by the hotel staff at the 

last ditch. 

 

Just a word about our hotel, the Pia Bella. It covered a large area, with enough space 

for two swimming pools, two bars and plenty of scope for eating and drinking 

outdoors. It also served an excellent lager-style beer, Efes, that quenched many a 

thirsty throat after a concert. Its breakfasts were treacherously ample; and it managed 

to fit all its catering into our somewhat peculiar schedule, if not into our original 

waistbands. 

 

One substantial torso on display 

belonged to a bass over whose dress shirt 

a lady accidentally spilt red wine. 

Another lady threw white wine over the 

red to stop it staining.  

 

 

At that point the shirt was so wet that the bass had to take it off - to general 

admiration. 

“That’s another fine mess you’ve gotten me into!”  
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The owner of that torso got one of the prizes 

awarded just before we went to bed on the last 

evening. Other prizes went to - 2 passengers who 

had missed a tour bus: the outstanding soloist, Tom 

Whichelo (who had been partnered in the first 

“Armed Man” concert by Jacob Partington, but 

was solo in the second concert after Jacob had left 

for home): a gallantry award to the tenors for 

bailing out the sopranos at one stage: the David 

Bailey award for photography to our staff  

photographer Howard Williams: the multi-tasking 

musician award to Elvin Young: and the table tennis championship, awarded largely 

on the basis of his own claims to supremacy to Russell Burton. 

 

There could also have been an award to our hosts of the Kyrenia Chamber Choir, who 

welcomed us unreservedly, provided us with a great chance to make music and, after 

the second “Armed Man” performance, laid on a fulsome reception in the undercroft 

of the Abbey refectory. And to our marvellous team of minibus drivers & our guides. 

Altogether a great initial overseas tour.                               

 

Where next? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Grateful thanks to John Holroyd (for being “ tour scribe”) and to all our photographers 

(John Holroyd, Tom Scharf, Howard Williams and Steve Jacks) 

Tom Whichelo & Jacob Partington 


