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Crotchets and quavers ...
Nobody would begin this column in 

such a crass and obvious way by saying 
“didn’t we have a loverly time when we went 
to Bangor.”  We certainly did have a great 
time and had a wonderful morale boost. 
The only reason the 1979 folk song is being 
mentioned here is that it was the subject 
of a late-night/early morning discussion 
during our festival trip with various theories 
as to who had recorded it.  The answer after 
extensive, investigative research (one click 
on Google) is that the ditty was a one-hit 
wonder for Fiddler’s Dream, released in 
1979, entering the charts at No26, rising to 
No3  at the start of 1980.  It was parodied by 
Vick Reeves and Bob Mortimer and Jasper 
Carrott.  When released, there was a storm 
in a teacup, probably stirred by low-life 
newspaper hacks, that the song was in fact 
inspired by a day trip to Rhyl, changed to 
Bangor because it rhymed better. This was 
denied by the songwriter.  In any case, this 
becomes an even more pointless item given 
that the Bangor referred to was the one in 
North Wales.

Cantor

Bangor brings a big boost

Come to see us ....
Sat May 25th: St Leonard’s, Wortley,
7.30pm, Concert with guest artistes.
Tickets from December’s concert can-
celled because of the weather are, of 
course, valid.  Tickets from members 
or info@bolsterstonemvc.co.uk
Sat June 15th: Valley Festival concert: 
7.15pm, Stocksbridge High School.
We shall also sing to close the two-
day Valley Festival the next afternoon 
at Fox Valley

For 30 years of his 32 years’ membership 
of the Bolsterstone Male Voice Choir, Mi-
chael Firth played a vital role as librar-
ian - making sure choristers had music to 
sing.
  To the question “where’s Mike?” the answer 
was almost invariably that he was in the up-
stairs store room in the Village Hall sorting 
out mountains of music.
  With nothing having been thrown out since 
the choir’s foundation in 1934, some 800 
songs are stored in many cabinets - and Mike 
knew how to find it all and also was an expert 
in sourcing new music, however obscure.
  Mike, a mild-mannered gentleman who had 
struggled with illness for several years, died  
in hospital on February 26th aged 78.  He 
leaves a widow Sheila, who was hugely sup-
portive of Mike’s choir activities, sons Carl 
and Stephen, a daughter Sharon, grandchil-
dren Jordan, Christopher, Liam and Sadie, a 
sister Shirley and a brother Richard.
  Given his great popularity in the choir, it was 
fitting that nearly 40 members attended his 
funeral on Thursday March 14th at Grenoside 
Crematorium to sing Mike’s favourite choir 
piece, the Two Roses, conducted by Fran 
Wells.  There was a large gathering afterwards 
in the Castle Inn where Mike - always the last 
to arrive after a practice given his duties as 
librarian - would have a soothing pint and en-
joy some banter with his choir mates.  He had 
been a regular at the pub since he and Sheila 

moved to their home of 57 years in Maple 
Grove, Stocksbridge.  Sheila had served be-
hind the bar to help out landord John How-
itt and his wife Betty supposedly just for one 
night - and stayed 38 years.
  Mike had worked at David Brown’s in Penis-
tone, the town of his birth, later moving to the 
steelworks in Stocksbridge before going free-
lance as a planning engineer with a partner, 
retiring at the aged of 68.  His work took him 
to Ireland and Portugal.
  He was a scout leader alongside  Alan Gill 
in Stocksbridge, enjoyed walking, snorkelling 
and water-skiing and was an accomplished 
cook, curry the speciality.
  There was always laughter in Mike’s com-
pany and he will be sadly missed.  For the last 
15 years Mike had been assisted in the choir 
library by Mick Dawson who will carry on 
Mike’s work, benefiting from years of friendly 
tuition.
  Mike, a second tenor, always sang on the 
front row of the choir. At the funeral his place 
was marked by an empty chair.
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The Independent MP for North Down, 
Sylvia (Lady) Hermon, charmed us with a 
speech at the close of the festival. She said 
she was amazed by the overwhelming cama-
raderie amongst the competing singers. The 
sight of opponents enthusiastically clapping 
and cheering each other was heart warming. 
“That never happens in the Houses of Par-
liament”, she said.  She opened her remarks 
by saying the only B-word she would utter 
was Bangor: Brexit and Boris were no-nos.

Our delightful accompanist Kim Kaye was 
planning to get changed and characteristi-
cally join us for a drink on our last night in 
Bangor but as she rested her eyes, hearing 
our singing from the bar two floors below, 
she fell asleep and didn’t waken ’til the 
morn, only shortly after the last early-
morning revellers had retired.  Whether she 
missed much is a moot point since details 
for many are hazy.  One fact did emerge, 
however: the hotel management reported 
the next day that we had drunk the Stella 
Artois dry that night and consumed one 
and a half barrels of Guinness.
◆Among the heroes of the trip were Hugh 
Jenkins who battled laryngitis, Horace 
Boothroyd who, despite the Flybe cancel-
lations threat, risked coming even though 
he was to fly to Australia two days after our 
return, the coach driver who provided a 
fitting end to our weekend by handing vice-
president Gordon Webster his wallet lost 
on the the outward journey, and, of course, 
Popeye (aka Graham Walsh).

www.bolsterstonemvc.co.uk and Facebook for forthcoming events   Contact: info@bolsterstonemvc.co.uk

Award provides fitting memorial to Raymond English

BOLSTERSTONE Male Voice Choir, 
making its fourth visit to a music festival 
in Northern Ireland, was given a stand-
ing ovation and were hailed “the people’s 
favourite.”
   The choir received its warmest audience re-
ception in many years in bravura performanc-
es at the Bangor International Music Festival 
on April 5th-6th.
  In a huge boost for music director Daniel 
Timmins, accompanist Kim Kaye, deputy 
music director Fran Wells, and the whole 
choir, the lead adjudicator told the audience 
that he had heard us sing on several occa-
sions in recent years.  “I must say you are an 
entirely different choir now. I mean that in a 
very positive way. Well done Dan,” said Rob 
Elliott.
   At a concert on the eve of the competition, 
the choir won the hearts of festivalgoers cul-
minating in a standing ovation and enjoyed a 
similar reaction on each of the four occasions 
the Bolsterstone men took to the competition 
platform the next day. Our final number at 
the concert, our signature tune Hail! Smiling 
Morn which we also sang at a reception in the 
mayor’s parlour on the afternoon of our ar-
rival, brought long and loud applause accom-
panied by cheers.
   There was no silverware for us this time 
but we won a cash prize of £100. Typical of  
many comments from the audience, including 

from members of other choirs, were “you’re 
the people’s favourite, no doubt” .... and 
“wow, what a great sound.”  The conductor 
of a Welsh ladies’ choir, who has also headed 
male voice choirs, said she had been “blown 
away” by Bolsterstone.
  At a reception at Castle Bangor in recogni-
tion of the choir’s 20-year association with 
the festival, choir chairman Mick Siddall, pre-
sented the mayor, Councillor Richard Smart, 
with a silver salver engraved with the mes-
sage “to all our friends in Bangor”.  In return 
the choir received a special shield. 
  The choir first went to the Bangor festival in 
1999 and the third time was in 2008. So there 
were many renewed friendships and new ones 
forged over a hugely enjoyable weekend.

  There was a worry when two days before we 
were due to fly our carrier Flybe cancelled 24 
flights. Luckily our outward and homeward 
journeys were unaffected.
  The choir is greatly thankful to Mike Brad-
shaw for making the travel and acccomoda-
tion arrangements.
  Joan Houston, one of the main organisers of 
the festival and an old friend of the choir, was 
hugely helpful in making plans for the trip. 
She said: “I want to say what an absolute plea-
sure it was to have the choir back in Bangor. 
Everyone who heard you sing has been full of 
praise. Your performance at the concert was 
superb. Daniel is taking Bolsterstone to very 
high levels of performance, of that I have no 
doubt.”        Popeye, page 2

In his element: Mike sorting music in the choir 
library, upstairs at the Village Hall

The family of Raymond English, a promi-
nent, well-respected, long-serving mem-
ber of Bolsterstone Male Voice Choir, 
who died aged 92 in October, are making 
a donation to set up an annual award for 
the most promising young person or youth 
group performing at the Valley Festival.  
  Bolsterstone Male Voice Choir, joint presenters 
of the festival which was started successfully last 
year and which is expanded to two days this year, 
see the family’s gift as “a very generous gesture 
which is particularly fitting given that Raymond 
was active in promoting an appreciation of music 
among young people which is a prime aim of the 
Valley Festival.”
  Organisers of this year’s festival have been elated 
by the huge response from local groups who wish 
to take part. About 500 musicians will be perform-
ing. There will be non-stop music over two days on 

Saturday June 15th and Sunday June 16th. In part-
nership with Fox Valley, the daytime events will 
be held in combination with the shopping centre’s 
Food & Music Festival. Proceeds from last year’s 
festival - the biggest musical event in the district for 
80 years - were used to kickstart the Valley Festi-
val Foundation which has already made donations 
to local schools.  This year, in addition to the Ray-
mond English Award,  there is another award scheme 
funded by the Dransfield Foundation, the charitable 
offshoot of Dransfield Properties, which will provide 
a scholarship for a young music student. The fam-
ily of Raymond English has funded 10 trophies in a 
modern design which will be kept by the recipients 
over the next decade.
  The Saturday Night Live concert, which was a big 
hit last year, will be held on the Saturday evening at 
Stocksbridge High School with a wide range of local 
performers including Bolsterstone Male Voice Choir 
- co-presenters of the music festival with Inyerface 
Arts - Deepcar Brass Band, Thurgoland Community 

Choir, Bradfield School Jazz Band  and the Bus Pass 
Buskers. 
  There is an added attraction this year - an extra 
concert featuring young people at the High School 
on Saturday afternoon. The Valley Kids Make Mu-
sic event will feature  singers and dancers, including 
choirs from five junior schools, Happy Hands pre-
school group, and young soloists. 
  Local music groups will intersperse with cookery 
demonstrations and other events at Fox Valley on the 
Saturday and the Sunday will be entirely devoted to 
local music, dance and drama groups performing on 
the bandstand and the large festival stage.  Among 
those in the Fox Valley line-up, covering 30 slots 
over the two days, will be Dance Dynamique, Red 
House, Steel Valley Beacon, Vivacity, Waldershelf 
Singers, No Identity, Stannington Mixed Choir and 
Sangeet Asian Women’s Choir whose members are 
NHS staff. Bolsterstone Male Voice Choir will close 
the two-day festival at teatime on the Sunday.
       Raymond English obituary, page 3

Mike Firth: 32 
years at the heart 
of the choir

Prize-winning Popeye
Baritone and former choir secretary Graham 
Walsh gamely dressed for the part when the 
choir performed a speciality number, Popeye 
the Sailor Man, at the Bangor International 
Music Festival.  It was written by James Tuck, 
a musician friend of our music director Daniel 
Timmins.  The ending was accompanied by 
some movement (see above), a rare occurrence 
in our performances. Not only did the number 
go down well with the audience, it won us a cash 
prize of £100 - to buy more spinach!

Happiness is ...... performing in Bangor                                                     Photograph: Ian Houston

Photograph: Ian Houston
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Cathderal, stannington and Penistone concerts

Moving events at Bolsterstone and Bradfield mark 100th anniversary of the Armistice 

There was a large turnout of members 
who formed a guard of honour as the cof-
fin of Raymond English was borne into 
St Mary’s, Bolsterstone, on Thursday 
November 1st at a well-attended funeral 
service for one of the choir’s most distin-
guished members.
  Raymond, who died in hospital at the age of 
92 after a short illness,  had been a popular 
and highly-respected member of Bolsterstone 
Male Voice Choir for 55 years, giving great 
service in the bass section, as treasurer, vice-
chairman, long-serving concert compere and 
the inspiration behind a youth section of the 
choir.   
  Born in County Durham in the middle of the 
General Strike, he moved to Stocksbridge with 
other family members who were seeking work 
as the Depression years took their toll.  Among 
them was Redvers Patterson who went on, like 
his cousin Raymond, to become a long-serving 
member of the choir.  Raymond became a 
pupil at Penistone Grammar School where 
he was in the same form as another choir 

veteran, the late Cyril  Cherry.   During the war 
Raymond was selected for RAF pilot training  
but returned to his home ground and joined the 
Durham Light Infantry, being posted to serve 
in Burma, Singapore and India.  He attended 
his regiment’s reunion every year.   
  Aged 20, he returned to Stocksbridge to be-
gin a long working life at the steelworks.  He 
played football for Penistone Church but his 
greatest spare-time passion was singing. He 
met his future wife Mary in 1952 and they 
were married at Ecclesfield Parish Church in 
1953, initially living in Hillsborough before 
moving to Coal Pit Lane, Stocksbridge.  After 
finishing his amateur football playing, Ray-
mond became a loyal supporter of Sheffield 
Wednesday.  When the family moved to Caw-
thorne in 1971 Raymond was soon voted on to 
the committee of the village’s Top Club before 
moving back to Stocksbridge in 1982 so that 
he could be nearer his aged parents.
  Raymond much enjoyed his retirement, 
spending hours in his garden and continu-
ing his singing in the choir.  In his later 
years Raymond bore the burden of Mary’s 

dementia with great 
strength and under-
standing and when his 
wife was a resident of 
Alpine Lodge nursing 
home he visited every 
day before her death in 
2014.  Raymond’s son 
Jonathan, who gave a 
moving tribute at the 
service, said his father 
had remained sharp, bright and intelligent 
to the end.  Choir vice-chairman Mike 
Bradshaw said that in his five years with 
the choir he had become firm friends with 
Raymond and had found it invaluable to 
sing next to “note-perfect” Raymond who 
had attended choir practices until three 
weeks before his death.  The Rev Hilda 
Isaacson, who conducted the service, said  
that Raymond had been a staunch mem-
ber of the St Mary’s choir, singing next 
to another Bolsterstone Male Voice Choir 
long-serving member and friend, the late 
Stuart Ashton.
  Raymond leaves a daughter Jane, son Jona-
than and grandchildren Melissa, Carl and 
Rebecca.

A distinguished 55 years of service

A large congregation gathered 
at St Mary’s, Bolsterstone, 
on Sunday November 11th to 
mark the 100th anniversary 
of the end of the First World 
War.
  At the service conducted by the 
Rev Steve Pendlebury, the choir 
sang Stout-Hearted Men, the 
Lord’s Prayer and Gwahoddiad.  
After the Act of Remembrance 
outdoors by the cenotaph, the 

choir sang Bring Him Home in 
light rain.  Once back in church, 
the sun shone through the 
stained-glass windows, perhaps 
a symbol of the hope of lasting 
peace after two dreadful world 
conflicts.
  There was much interest in 
WW1 displays put together by 
Barbara Fretwell Frost as people 
enjoyed refreshments kindly 
provided by Kathryn Cooke and 
her team after the service. 

  The St Mary’s bells, soon to be 
restored, greeted the congregation 
and were rung again shortly after 
the serivce as part of the national 
Ringing Remembers peal which 
aimed to recruit 1,400 new bell 
ringers in memory of that number 
of ringers who lost their lives in 
World War One.
  Choir chairman Mick Siddall 
laid a wreath at the cenotaph on 
behalf ot the choir..
      Photograph: Barbara Fretwell Frost

The choir (pictured left), conducted by 

Daniel Timmins, sang four items a cap-

pella in St Nicholas’s, Bradfield, on Friday 
November 16th at a well-attended closing 

ceremony marking the end of two weeks of 

Armistice events before moving outside to 

sing “Bring Him Home” as the light show 

(above) faded after a bugler had played the 

Last Post.  The Revs Alan and Hilda Isaa-

cson officiated.
 The Bradfield Poppy Trail was organised  
by Sue Hague supported by a team of help-

ers.                      Photographs: Russell Hague 

Members of Bolsterstone Male 
Voice choir led the hymn sing-
ing at the funeral of Deborah 
Holmes who died on January 
2nd at the age of 56 after a six-
year battle with cancer.
 St Mary’s, Bolsterstone, was packed 
for the service on Saturday January 
12th with the service, conducted by 
the Rev Hilda Isaacson, relayed by 
video link to similar numbers in the 
Village Hall.
 Rev Isaacson said Deborah had 
“never lost sight of where she came 
from”.  The daughter of the late 
Dennis and Peggy Holmes from 
Grimethorpe, she rose from teen-
age weekend shop assistant in her 
parents’ shop in Hole House Lane, 
Stocksbridge, alongside her beloved 
sister Amanda, to become a success-
ful, award-winning businesswoman.
  She met her husband of 25 years, 
Mark Dransfield, a builder from 
Hull, in 1988 when they appeared 
as rivals on a Yorkshire Television 
business awards programme. Debo-
rah, who had started her own free 
newspaper, the Stocksbridge Trader, 
after studying history at Sheffield 
University, was runner-up to Mark.
  The couple went on to create thou-
sands of jobs in retail developments 
in rundown areas of the North, in-
cluding Fox Valley, Stocksbridge, 
where Deborah ran the Sandersons 
store. The opening came during her 
chemotherapy. Characteristically, 
Deborah, who helped raise thou-
sands of pounds for charity, kept her 
illness from all but her family and 
close friends.
  Mark and daughters Rebecca and 
Lucy gave warm tributes at the ser-
vice, Mark saying that the word that 
best encapsulated Deborah’s attri-
butes was “humility”.  A rendition 
of “Sunshine” by the Big Gospel 
Choir set the tone for a celebration 
of a full, but all-too-short, life.  

Businesswoman 
who embraced 
the valleySome new festive sounds prove popular

Pensioners 
joined in the 
singing of  
local carols 
at the Venue

There was encouraging feedback from audienc-
es over the Christmas period in appreciation of 
some new repertoire introduced by music direc-
tor Daniel Timmins.
  The choir was, as usual, busy over the festive period. There 
was a blow when the worst freezing rain since the Emley 
Moor TV mast was toppled in March 1969 meant our first 
big concert of the season at St Leonard’s, Wortley, had to 
be cancelled.
  We performed for the second successive year at a carvery 
concert at Wortley Hall to acclaim from an even bigger  au-
dience than in 2017.  The management have already booked 

us for a similar Christmas event this year.  Local pensioners 
were entertained at Balfour House, as in previous years, and 
at the Stocksbridge Town Council old people’s luncheon and 
entertainment at the Venue.  A Blue Book sing of local carols 
at Stocksbridge Golf Club, led by club captain and former 
choir chairman Frank Milnes, proved a hit and there were 
successful informal carol sings at the Castle Inn, Bolster-
stone, and the King & Miller, Deepcar. 
  As has been the custom for many years, the final Christmas 
concert was at St Mary’s, Bolsterstone. It was a sell-out as 
usual and was deemed to be the best yet.  Choir vice-presi-
dent Gordon  Webster, aka Father Christmas, achieved a re-
cord exit collection of more than £500.

A rock, blues and country 
route to the ’Stone choir

Matt Hulme, a 33-year-old architect 
who lives in Deepcar, recently joined the 
choir. He gives his first impressions

Music has always been passion for me. I 
find it an escapism and opportunity to re-
lax. During my teens I became interested in 
rock, blues and country music which drove 
me at the age of 15 to start playing guitar. 
This exposed me to an eclectic mix of other 
music genres and has been my primary 
inspiration for the music I create. 
    Over the last two decades I have been part of 
acoustic and electric rock cover bands around 
Sheffield and currently play lead guitar within 
two acoustic bands. 
   However, throughout my life I have always been 
what could be called a closet singer, never having the 
confidence to sing publicly but always wanting to. 
   After seeing the choir in a local drinking establish-
ment at the end of 2018 and discussing my interest 
with a member of the choir, it was recommended I 
attend a few rehearsals to get a feel for what the choir 

is about.   After several months into 2019 and receiv-
ing a warm welcome from everyone, I have proudly 
joined the choir. 
  Getting to know the current members and social 
aspect is as much a part of the choir as singing. The 
rich history of the choir fills me with a sense of pride 
that I am now part of the choir’s story for hopefully 
many years to come. 
  I am looking forward to experiencing the upcoming 
concerts in Sheffield and surrounding areas and ce-
menting myself within the bass section of the choir. 
For anyone who wants to give singing a chance and 
to meet some wonderful people, I recommend you 
to come along on Monday evenings at 7.30pm in the 
Bolsterstone Village Hall and say hello.
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entertainment at the Venue.  A Blue Book sing of local carols 
at Stocksbridge Golf Club, led by club captain and former 
choir chairman Frank Milnes, proved a hit and there were 
successful informal carol sings at the Castle Inn, Bolster-
stone, and the King & Miller, Deepcar. 
  As has been the custom for many years, the final Christmas 
concert was at St Mary’s, Bolsterstone. It was a sell-out as 
usual and was deemed to be the best yet.  Choir vice-presi-
dent Gordon  Webster, aka Father Christmas, achieved a re-
cord exit collection of more than £500.

A rock, blues and country 
route to the ’Stone choir

Matt Hulme, a 33-year-old architect 
who lives in Deepcar, recently joined the 
choir. He gives his first impressions

Music has always been passion for me. I 
find it an escapism and opportunity to re-
lax. During my teens I became interested in 
rock, blues and country music which drove 
me at the age of 15 to start playing guitar. 
This exposed me to an eclectic mix of other 
music genres and has been my primary 
inspiration for the music I create. 
    Over the last two decades I have been part of 
acoustic and electric rock cover bands around 
Sheffield and currently play lead guitar within 
two acoustic bands. 
   However, throughout my life I have always been 
what could be called a closet singer, never having the 
confidence to sing publicly but always wanting to. 
   After seeing the choir in a local drinking establish-
ment at the end of 2018 and discussing my interest 
with a member of the choir, it was recommended I 
attend a few rehearsals to get a feel for what the choir 

is about.   After several months into 2019 and receiv-
ing a warm welcome from everyone, I have proudly 
joined the choir. 
  Getting to know the current members and social 
aspect is as much a part of the choir as singing. The 
rich history of the choir fills me with a sense of pride 
that I am now part of the choir’s story for hopefully 
many years to come. 
  I am looking forward to experiencing the upcoming 
concerts in Sheffield and surrounding areas and ce-
menting myself within the bass section of the choir. 
For anyone who wants to give singing a chance and 
to meet some wonderful people, I recommend you 
to come along on Monday evenings at 7.30pm in the 
Bolsterstone Village Hall and say hello.
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Crotchets and quavers ...
Nobody would begin this column in 

such a crass and obvious way by saying 
“didn’t we have a loverly time when we went 
to Bangor.”  We certainly did have a great 
time and had a wonderful morale boost. 
The only reason the 1979 folk song is being 
mentioned here is that it was the subject 
of a late-night/early morning discussion 
during our festival trip with various theories 
as to who had recorded it.  The answer after 
extensive, investigative research (one click 
on Google) is that the ditty was a one-hit 
wonder for Fiddler’s Dream, released in 
1979, entering the charts at No26, rising to 
No3  at the start of 1980.  It was parodied by 
Vick Reeves and Bob Mortimer and Jasper 
Carrott.  When released, there was a storm 
in a teacup, probably stirred by low-life 
newspaper hacks, that the song was in fact 
inspired by a day trip to Rhyl, changed to 
Bangor because it rhymed better. This was 
denied by the songwriter.  In any case, this 
becomes an even more pointless item given 
that the Bangor referred to was the one in 
North Wales.

Cantor

Bangor brings a big boost

Come to see us ....
Sat May 25th: St Leonard’s, Wortley,
7.30pm, Concert with guest artistes.
Tickets from December’s concert can-
celled because of the weather are, of 
course, valid.  Tickets from members 
or info@bolsterstonemvc.co.uk
Sat June 15th: Valley Festival concert: 
7.15pm, Stocksbridge High School.
We shall also sing to close the two-
day Valley Festival the next afternoon 
at Fox Valley

For 30 years of his 32 years’ membership 
of the Bolsterstone Male Voice Choir, Mi-
chael Firth played a vital role as librar-
ian - making sure choristers had music to 
sing.
  To the question “where’s Mike?” the answer 
was almost invariably that he was in the up-
stairs store room in the Village Hall sorting 
out mountains of music.
  With nothing having been thrown out since 
the choir’s foundation in 1934, some 800 
songs are stored in many cabinets - and Mike 
knew how to find it all and also was an expert 
in sourcing new music, however obscure.
  Mike, a mild-mannered gentleman who had 
struggled with illness for several years, died  
in hospital on February 26th aged 78.  He 
leaves a widow Sheila, who was hugely sup-
portive of Mike’s choir activities, sons Carl 
and Stephen, a daughter Sharon, grandchil-
dren Jordan, Christopher, Liam and Sadie, a 
sister Shirley and a brother Richard.
  Given his great popularity in the choir, it was 
fitting that nearly 40 members attended his 
funeral on Thursday March 14th at Grenoside 
Crematorium to sing Mike’s favourite choir 
piece, the Two Roses, conducted by Fran 
Wells.  There was a large gathering afterwards 
in the Castle Inn where Mike - always the last 
to arrive after a practice given his duties as 
librarian - would have a soothing pint and en-
joy some banter with his choir mates.  He had 
been a regular at the pub since he and Sheila 

moved to their home of 57 years in Maple 
Grove, Stocksbridge.  Sheila had served be-
hind the bar to help out landord John How-
itt and his wife Betty supposedly just for one 
night - and stayed 38 years.
  Mike had worked at David Brown’s in Penis-
tone, the town of his birth, later moving to the 
steelworks in Stocksbridge before going free-
lance as a planning engineer with a partner, 
retiring at the aged of 68.  His work took him 
to Ireland and Portugal.
  He was a scout leader alongside  Alan Gill 
in Stocksbridge, enjoyed walking, snorkelling 
and water-skiing and was an accomplished 
cook, curry the speciality.
  There was always laughter in Mike’s com-
pany and he will be sadly missed.  For the last 
15 years Mike had been assisted in the choir 
library by Mick Dawson who will carry on 
Mike’s work, benefiting from years of friendly 
tuition.
  Mike, a second tenor, always sang on the 
front row of the choir. At the funeral his place 
was marked by an empty chair.
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The Independent MP for North Down, 
Sylvia (Lady) Hermon, charmed us with a 
speech at the close of the festival. She said 
she was amazed by the overwhelming cama-
raderie amongst the competing singers. The 
sight of opponents enthusiastically clapping 
and cheering each other was heart warming. 
“That never happens in the Houses of Par-
liament”, she said.  She opened her remarks 
by saying the only B-word she would utter 
was Bangor: Brexit and Boris were no-nos.

Our delightful accompanist Kim Kaye was 
planning to get changed and characteristi-
cally join us for a drink on our last night in 
Bangor but as she rested her eyes, hearing 
our singing from the bar two floors below, 
she fell asleep and didn’t waken ’til the 
morn, only shortly after the last early-
morning revellers had retired.  Whether she 
missed much is a moot point since details 
for many are hazy.  One fact did emerge, 
however: the hotel management reported 
the next day that we had drunk the Stella 
Artois dry that night and consumed one 
and a half barrels of Guinness.
◆Among the heroes of the trip were Hugh 
Jenkins who battled laryngitis, Horace 
Boothroyd who, despite the Flybe cancel-
lations threat, risked coming even though 
he was to fly to Australia two days after our 
return, the coach driver who provided a 
fitting end to our weekend by handing vice-
president Gordon Webster his wallet lost 
on the the outward journey, and, of course, 
Popeye (aka Graham Walsh).

www.bolsterstonemvc.co.uk and Facebook for forthcoming events   Contact: info@bolsterstonemvc.co.uk

Award provides fitting memorial to Raymond English

BOLSTERSTONE Male Voice Choir, 
making its fourth visit to a music festival 
in Northern Ireland, was given a stand-
ing ovation and were hailed “the people’s 
favourite.”
   The choir received its warmest audience re-
ception in many years in bravura performanc-
es at the Bangor International Music Festival 
on April 5th-6th.
  In a huge boost for music director Daniel 
Timmins, accompanist Kim Kaye, deputy 
music director Fran Wells, and the whole 
choir, the lead adjudicator told the audience 
that he had heard us sing on several occa-
sions in recent years.  “I must say you are an 
entirely different choir now. I mean that in a 
very positive way. Well done Dan,” said Rob 
Elliott.
   At a concert on the eve of the competition, 
the choir won the hearts of festivalgoers cul-
minating in a standing ovation and enjoyed a 
similar reaction on each of the four occasions 
the Bolsterstone men took to the competition 
platform the next day. Our final number at 
the concert, our signature tune Hail! Smiling 
Morn which we also sang at a reception in the 
mayor’s parlour on the afternoon of our ar-
rival, brought long and loud applause accom-
panied by cheers.
   There was no silverware for us this time 
but we won a cash prize of £100. Typical of  
many comments from the audience, including 

from members of other choirs, were “you’re 
the people’s favourite, no doubt” .... and 
“wow, what a great sound.”  The conductor 
of a Welsh ladies’ choir, who has also headed 
male voice choirs, said she had been “blown 
away” by Bolsterstone.
  At a reception at Castle Bangor in recogni-
tion of the choir’s 20-year association with 
the festival, choir chairman Mick Siddall, pre-
sented the mayor, Councillor Richard Smart, 
with a silver salver engraved with the mes-
sage “to all our friends in Bangor”.  In return 
the choir received a special shield. 
  The choir first went to the Bangor festival in 
1999 and the third time was in 2008. So there 
were many renewed friendships and new ones 
forged over a hugely enjoyable weekend.

  There was a worry when two days before we 
were due to fly our carrier Flybe cancelled 24 
flights. Luckily our outward and homeward 
journeys were unaffected.
  The choir is greatly thankful to Mike Brad-
shaw for making the travel and acccomoda-
tion arrangements.
  Joan Houston, one of the main organisers of 
the festival and an old friend of the choir, was 
hugely helpful in making plans for the trip. 
She said: “I want to say what an absolute plea-
sure it was to have the choir back in Bangor. 
Everyone who heard you sing has been full of 
praise. Your performance at the concert was 
superb. Daniel is taking Bolsterstone to very 
high levels of performance, of that I have no 
doubt.”        Popeye, page 2

In his element: Mike sorting music in the choir 
library, upstairs at the Village Hall

The family of Raymond English, a promi-
nent, well-respected, long-serving mem-
ber of Bolsterstone Male Voice Choir, 
who died aged 92 in October, are making 
a donation to set up an annual award for 
the most promising young person or youth 
group performing at the Valley Festival.  
  Bolsterstone Male Voice Choir, joint presenters 
of the festival which was started successfully last 
year and which is expanded to two days this year, 
see the family’s gift as “a very generous gesture 
which is particularly fitting given that Raymond 
was active in promoting an appreciation of music 
among young people which is a prime aim of the 
Valley Festival.”
  Organisers of this year’s festival have been elated 
by the huge response from local groups who wish 
to take part. About 500 musicians will be perform-
ing. There will be non-stop music over two days on 

Saturday June 15th and Sunday June 16th. In part-
nership with Fox Valley, the daytime events will 
be held in combination with the shopping centre’s 
Food & Music Festival. Proceeds from last year’s 
festival - the biggest musical event in the district for 
80 years - were used to kickstart the Valley Festi-
val Foundation which has already made donations 
to local schools.  This year, in addition to the Ray-
mond English Award,  there is another award scheme 
funded by the Dransfield Foundation, the charitable 
offshoot of Dransfield Properties, which will provide 
a scholarship for a young music student. The fam-
ily of Raymond English has funded 10 trophies in a 
modern design which will be kept by the recipients 
over the next decade.
  The Saturday Night Live concert, which was a big 
hit last year, will be held on the Saturday evening at 
Stocksbridge High School with a wide range of local 
performers including Bolsterstone Male Voice Choir 
- co-presenters of the music festival with Inyerface 
Arts - Deepcar Brass Band, Thurgoland Community 

Choir, Bradfield School Jazz Band  and the Bus Pass 
Buskers. 
  There is an added attraction this year - an extra 
concert featuring young people at the High School 
on Saturday afternoon. The Valley Kids Make Mu-
sic event will feature  singers and dancers, including 
choirs from five junior schools, Happy Hands pre-
school group, and young soloists. 
  Local music groups will intersperse with cookery 
demonstrations and other events at Fox Valley on the 
Saturday and the Sunday will be entirely devoted to 
local music, dance and drama groups performing on 
the bandstand and the large festival stage.  Among 
those in the Fox Valley line-up, covering 30 slots 
over the two days, will be Dance Dynamique, Red 
House, Steel Valley Beacon, Vivacity, Waldershelf 
Singers, No Identity, Stannington Mixed Choir and 
Sangeet Asian Women’s Choir whose members are 
NHS staff. Bolsterstone Male Voice Choir will close 
the two-day festival at teatime on the Sunday.
       Raymond English obituary, page 3

Mike Firth: 32 
years at the heart 
of the choir

Prize-winning Popeye
Baritone and former choir secretary Graham 
Walsh gamely dressed for the part when the 
choir performed a speciality number, Popeye 
the Sailor Man, at the Bangor International 
Music Festival.  It was written by James Tuck, 
a musician friend of our music director Daniel 
Timmins.  The ending was accompanied by 
some movement (see above), a rare occurrence 
in our performances. Not only did the number 
go down well with the audience, it won us a cash 
prize of £100 - to buy more spinach!

Happiness is ...... performing in Bangor                                                     Photograph: Ian Houston

Photograph: Ian Houston


