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Foreword 
 

Leafing through the pages of this book makes me realise what a remarkable organisation 
Luton Music Club is.  Can there be any other music society as adventurous, as ambitious and 
as broad in its tastes as this one?   

I am lucky enough to earn my living listening to classical music; introducing recordings in the 
studio and live performances at the Proms and at concert venues across the country and 
beyond.  If this gives me any authority, it allows me to report that the breadth, the imagination 
and the flair of Luton Music is truly unique.  This town is blessed with an exceptional chamber 
music series, presenting the glories of the standard repertoire and, unusually, daring to explore 
unfamiliar landscapes ï both neglected works and the very latest in new writing.  How many 
concert clubs and societies can justifiably claim such a key role in championing music?  
Beyond the dots on the page, the list of visitors proves the taste of generations of 
programmers, attracting big contemporary names,  and skilfully selecting young,  unknown 
artists,  many of whom have gone on to be famous themselves. 

That this success has been possible is thanks to the dedicated officers of the Club over the 
years, perhaps foremost amongst them Chris Thomas.   For more than 40 years he has been 
exceptionally generous in sharing his time and knowledge, never more so than in the care he 
has taken producing this book. Reading through the details of over a thousand events across 
the history of Luton Music, I am not surprised at the extraordinary pride he takes in the 
organisationôs achievements, both under his own inspired leadership and the leadership of 
those who went before him.  

I commend this book, and in doing so salute Chrisôs marvellous gift of service to the club ï a 
service to music, to musicians, to Luton itself and most importantly to myriad audiences of the 
future, surely the most significant part of his fine and continuing legacy. 

 

Petroc Trelawny 

President, Luton Music 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Since Chris wrote this history, various people mentioned in these pages have died. The text 
remains, however, unaltered, reflecting Chris's thoughts and feelings at the time of writing.   
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FOUNDATION 
The Music Club's origins go back to the Second World War when an ENSA (Entertainments 
National Service Association) Music Club was formed in Luton in 1945. The ENSA music division 
closed down on 31 March 1946 and with it the old music club. But a month later, on 24 April, an 
open meeting was held at which it was decided to form a new, self-supporting music club.  Rules 
were drawn up which stated that the objects of the Club should be ñthe exercise, study and 
enjoyment of good music in Luton which shall include the promotion of concerts, provision of 
lectures, recitals and other musical enterprises.ò These objectives would be modified in later years, 
but remained broadly the same until today. A Committee was established under the chairmanship 
of Richard Hopkins, Personnel Manager of Vauxhall Motors, which had set up its own music club 
which was to work with Luton Music Club for a number of years.  The first President of the Music 
Club was Ernest Bevin, the Foreign Secretary, because of his work with ENSA when he was 
Minister of Labour. 

The Monday weekly format was in place from the very start, with occasional events on Saturdays 
and other days organised in association with Vauxhall Music Club. The season lasted throughout 
the year from May to the end of April, apart from a short break in the summer when most of the 
town closed down for the annual holiday.  

Most of the first programmes were given at Luton Technical College or Vauxhall Canteen.  Few of 
them were live professional concerts - most were talks, gramophone evenings, quizzes, and live 
musical evenings generated by members of the Club.  Remarkable from the outset was the 
obvious musical proficiency of many amateur members several of whom got together to present 
recitals or gave talks on specific themes or on music to be heard in forthcoming concerts. Some 
even composed music which was played at concerts. In due course a Music Club choir was 
formed. 

Regular concerts by the London Philharmonic Orchestra in the Vauxhall Canteen, which had been 
organised by ENSA during the War, continued in September 1946 and for several years after that. 
For these the LPO took the financial risk but depended on the Luton and Vauxhall music clubs to 
sell tickets and to provide stewards and other help at the concerts. Sir Adrian Boult was the regular 
conductor and through his visits he became a well-known figure in Luton and a good friend of the 
Club, eventually succeeding Ernest Bevin as President. Other distinguished conductors also took 
the rostrum from time to time. 

Club subscriptions were set at 5 shillings single and 7s 6d double although members had to buy 
tickets for professional concerts and recitals. Funding was provided in the form of grant aid by the 
Arts Council of Great Britain and in the first season the club received the tidy sum of £49 16s 8d. 
The Arts Council also provided help in other ways including suggestions for professional artists. 
Pianos were hired for specific concerts from Farmerôs Music Shop in Upper George Street. 

Planning of programmes was not done very far ahead at all. For some years programmes were 
published as the óAutumn Programmeô and the óSpring Programmeô. In due course the Arts Council 
of Great Britain strongly advised the club to plan at least three months ahead.  

Press coverage does not seem to have been very good: a minute from 6 September reads ñéthe 
policy of the local press was considered to be most unhelpful to enterprises of our character.ò 
Similar criticisms were often voiced in subsequent minutes. 
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THE FIRST SEASON 1946-47 
The season opened on 27 May with ñan inaugural address, a gramophone recital illustrating the 
types of music to be heard and studied in the Club and ...a general talk on Club affairs.ò The 
address was given by a Dr Lowry of the South-West Essex Technical College, although it is not 
clear why he was asked to undertake this important task. This modest event attracted 180 people. 
From then on there were a further 54 programmes until the season closed on 28 April, plus four 
concerts by the London Philharmonic Orchestra.  

From the start, the Club managed to engage some very 
distinguished professionals, some of them not so famous 
today perhaps but in their day very well-known indeed. First 
among these was the pianist Liza Fuchsova, who had fled her 
native Czechoslovakia in 1939 to settle in England. A pillar of 
the London concert scene during the war she also pursued a 
successful European career. The selection of such eminent 
and often foreign artists was, for a music club in its infancy, 
quite remarkable. Later the seasonôs pianists included the 
Polish Henryk Mierowski, presumably an émigré like 
Fuchsova, Irene Kohler, who had a glittering career world-
wide and Irma Beautrix, about whom little is known.                                                              

Among singers were the renowned contralto Muriel Brunskill 
and the bass David Franklin ï well known from his 
appearances at Glyndebourne and Covent Garden ï who 
came twice, firstly in a recital which also featured the eminent 
violinist Leonard Hirsch, and later to talk about singing 

Mozart. The name Thomas Matthews means little 
today but he was eminent enough to be included 
in a book Violinists of Today along with Menuhin, 
Kreisler, Szigeti, Milstein and the like. He and his 
pianist wife Eileen Ralf gave a recital. 

Among speakers were Dr Paul Steinitz, the 
famous Bach specialist and founder of the London 
Bach Society and the Steinitz Bach Players, who 
had also been the ENSA Music Advisor for the 
Eastern Region. Dr Steinitz came to talk about the 
St Matthew Passion in Easter week. The Club also 
welcomed Julian Herbage, well-known for many 

years for his BBC Third Programme Music 
Magazine programme with Anna Instone. Sir 
Adrian Boult finally made it to the Club at the 
end of the season and hosted a question-
and-answer evening, which rounded off the 
first season on a very distinguished note. Sir 
Adrian was shortly to become President of 
the Club which would begin a close 
association with the conductor. 

In the first season the membership rose 
quickly, from 233 in June, 389 in July, 435 in 
August and so on to reach a final 618 at the 
end of April!  

 Irene Kohler  

Irene Kohler  Muriel Brunskill 

Thomas Matthews by 
Herbert Whone  

Dr Paul Steinitz  
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Vauxhall Motors Canteen where orchestral and other 
concerts were held 
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THE 1947/48  SEASON 
In the second season the pattern of events continued with several new features including a visit to 
the Proms, a ballet demonstration by members of the Royal Academy of Dancing, an organ recital 
and so on. John Thompson began his óNew Releasesô series of presentations of new gramophone 
recordings: these were to continue for many years in association with Farmerôs Music Shop where 
John worked at the time. The Saturday concerts continued although the Club maintained it was 'up 
against it' financially on these and urged members to find more patrons (so what's new?). Series 
tickets were introduced for these concerts to encourage more attendance.  The handful of live 
professional concerts included appearances by the Kantrovich Piano Trio (Vera Kantrovich, Lily 
Phillips and Hilda Bor), the distinguished Hungarian pianist Joseph Weingarten and the young 
Russian pianist Alexis Kligerman. 

The idea of series of talks on 
various subjects began with four 
talks on major Viennese 
composers (Mozart, Beethoven, 
Brahms, Bruckner, Mahler) 
followed by four programmes on 
the history of opera.  Series 
such as these became a feature 
of the Club seasons right up to 
the present day. Live opera 
made its first appearance at the 
Club in a ófully- dressedô 

presentation of excerpts by Intimate Opera, the first of many operatic offerings over the coming 
years mainly by Opera for All.  Among other speakers were Sydney Harrison, well-known from his 
BBC broadcasts, the famous bassoonist Archie Camden and the conductor Dr Karl Rankl, Artistic 
Director of the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden.  

Club meetings continued at Luton Technical College, either in the Main Hall or the Canteen, while 
the symphony concerts continued at the Vauxhall 
Canteen. Of these two were given by the LPO under 
James Robertson and Ernest Ansermet no less, with Cyril 
Smith and Eileen Joyce as soloists. A further two were 
given by the newly-formed Eastern Symphony Orchestra 
under Reginald Jacques, with Louis Kentner as soloist.     

Another innovation was a month-long exhibition called 
The Growth of Music which the Club arranged at the 
Museum in Wardown Park assisted by the Museumôs 
curator and by Luton Art School. The exhibition 
assembled interesting instruments and manuscripts 
showing high points in the development of music. Some 
of the exhibits were borrowed from other museums in the 
country although many were provided by local people. 
The exhibition also endeavoured to tell something of the 
musical history of Luton itself. 

The impressive membership figures for the first season 
did not hold up and the total struggled to reach 359, a fall 
of 42%. This was taken very seriously and caused a good 
deal of debate in committee meetings. It was agreed that 
óthe committee should circulate amongst members at 
Monday meetings, in an endeavour to start informal 
conversations, thus breaking down the natural reserve of 
individuals.ô The Club became affiliated to the newly-

formed Luton Arts League, the forerunner of the Luton Arts Council, the objects of which were to 
encourage local culture and appreciation of fine arts. 

Hilda Bor Joseph Weingarten  Archie Camden  

Luton Technical College, Park Square  

Louis Kentner 
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THE 1948/49 SEASON  
The number of professional events now declined somewhat. Although the orchestral concerts were 
still popular, one single LPO concert in November drawing 830 people, the chamber recitals were 
far less of a draw, with audiences as low as 50. As these were losing money there was an ongoing 

debate as to whether they were affordable, and there were several voices 
advocating younger, perhaps local, artists. Among the recitalists were the 
violinist Andrew Cooper, of whom little is now remembered, with pianist 
James Gibb, who did have a long and distinguished career, not least as a 
teacher. The only piano recital was given by Sheila Mossman, little known 
about now but remembered by the Sheila Mossman Memorial Prize for piano 
(Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music).  Emanuel Hurwitz brought 
his recently formed Hurwitz String Quartet twice, the first time a professional 
quartet had played for the Club. This concert was the first major chamber 
music evening to be played on a Monday rather than Saturday. In a further 
departure from normal practice it was held in the small assembly hall at the 
Town Hall, although this space was later found to be unsatisfactory. 

Following on from the Viennese composers and opera series the previous 
season, two further enterprising series were arranged. The first comprised 
three talks on the history of the piano concerto, given by two Club members 
and by William Glock, who was at that time the Director of the Bryanston 
Summer School of Music. Later he was to become famous, if not notorious, 
as the Controller of Music at the BBC.  The second series presented five talks 
on British music. The first of these, on music up to the death of William Byrd, 
was given by musicologist Michael Howard; the second, which took the story 
up to the 19th century was given by the 
broadcaster and writer on music John 
Culshaw, later to gain fame as a leading 
recording producer. The other three talks in 
this series brought return visits by William 
Glock, who concentrated on 20th century 
music. 

Among other speakers were the composer 
Alan Bush, famous for his communist 
sympathies, who talked about Czech music 
and the distinguished author E.M.Forster, 
who talked on The Raison dô°tre of Criticism.    

In September 1948 Sir Adrian Boult succeeded Ernest Bevin as the Clubôs 
President. There is no indication in the records as to why this change was 
made, although obviously Boult was a far more appropriate figurehead for a 
music society than Bevin. And at least Boult did visit the Club from time to 

time and, of course, regularly brought the LPO to Luton. Bevin was 
coming to the end of his political career by this time (he died in 
1951) and may well have found his position too onerous to 
maintain a role with a voluntary organisation. 

That same autumn the Club moved most of its events to Beech 
Hill School for Girls where the amenities were more attractive than 
at the Technical College where there had been some problems of 
conflict with the Collegeôs main activities. The membership at the 
end of the season was 226, a dramatic fall from the impressive 
start the Club had made. There was as much head-scratching 
about this problem as there still is today. 

Emanuel Hurwitz  

William Glock 
c1950  

Alan Bush  

Sir Adrian Boult 

E.M.Forster  
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THE 1949/50 SEASON  
The Club's programme continued with much the same pattern as before although the Committee 
made strenuous efforts to consult the members on the content and regularly responded to ideas 
and suggestions in order to keep the loyalty of their regular patrons.  Most events were now on 
Mondays.  The Club forged an association with the Luton branch of the English Folk-Dancing 
Society which in the coming years was to make a number of appearances. Fred Fensome, who 
was to play a very prominent part in the Clubôs activities for many years, appeared as a speaker for 
the first time and joined the Committee in September. Another committee member who became a 
leading light in the Club was Michael Marsh-Edwards, a composer of some note and sometime 
conductor of the Luton Bach Orchestra, which he founded, and of the Luton Symphony Orchestra. 
He was to present several talks over the next few seasons.  

The Club had also been instrumental in setting up a festival which ran from 7th to 14th May 
involving all the other musical organisations in the town which at that time included Luton Choral 
Society, Luton Girls' Choir, Luton Bach Orchestra, Congreve Junior Orchestra, Luton Mandolin 
Band, Cecilian Accordion Band, County Technical School Musical Society, Kent's Works Band, the 
Skefco, Electrolux and Vauxhall choirs, Luton Grammar School Orchestra and Luton High School 
Choir and Orchestra. Eleven events were presented at various venues around the town. 

Two symphony concerts were arranged: in February the LPO returned under its distinguished 
guest conductor Eduard van Beinum, playing Mendelssohn, DvoŚ§k, Elgar, Debussy and Wagner. 
But the second concert which was to have been given by the London Symphony Orchestra under 
Josef Krips on a first visit to Luton, had to be cancelled. The venue for the LPO concert was the 
Alma Theatre. The theatre, built in 1929, stood on the corner of Alma Street and New Bedford 
Road. It was to become the regular venue for the LPO concerts until they ceased in 1954 when the 
theatre was about to be converted into the Cresta Ballroom. It was demolished in 1960. 

Two more series were 
arranged. The first was three 
programmes devoted to the 
music of Schubert, with local 
musicians playing chamber 
music, including the Octet, a 
song recital (no singer 
recorded) and a programme 
of orchestral music on 
records. The second series 
focused on the symphony, in 
which three speakers 
discussed Haydnôs Surprise, 
Beethovenôs fourth and 
Berliozôs Symphonie 
fantastique.  

However, there were no major professional 
chamber concerts apart from a song recital 
presented by the eminent soprano 
Margaret Field-Hyde, one of the great 
Purcell interpreters of her day and a piano 
recital by Cyril Smith, which exceptionally 
was presented at the Central Mission Hall. 
This recital drew an audience of 368 of 
which curiously only 123 were members 
(less than half the total membership which 
eventually reached 280). 

Eduard van Beinum  Alma Theatre  

Cyril Smith Margaret Field-Hyde 
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Among the speakers the most prominent was the Earl of 
Harewood who talked about the revival of opera in England. A 
cousin of the then Princess Elizabeth, Lord Harewood was an 
authority on opera: at various times he was involved at Covent 
Garden, Sadlerôs Wells Opera, the Edinburgh Festival and the 
Leeds Festival. He founded Opera magazine, which he also 
edited for a time. 

Another speaker was Dr Kenneth 
Abbott, organist and choirmaster of 
Luton Parish Church, who was to be 
involved with the Club regularly for 
many years. 

  

 

 

Kenneth Abbott  

Lord Harewood  
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THE 1950/51 SEASON  
Programme patterns continued much as before.  There was very little chamber or instrumental 
music, hardly any of it by professional artists. The one piano recital was given by Michal 
Hambourg. She is hardly a famous name now but in fact she was referred to as the last living link 
with the pianistic tradition of the 19th century, her father and grandfather having been eminent 
players, with teachers such as Anton Rubinstein and Paderewski. The engagement of Miss 
Hambourg cannot have been unconnected to the fact that she was married to Ian McPhail of the 
Arts Council of Great Britain, who had been involved with the Club for some time. He was in fact 
one of the speakers this season, just three months before Miss Hambourgôs recital. Piano recitals 
were normally well supported but chamber music seems to have been less popular. Another 
problem was always the provision of a piano which frequently had to be hired, adding to the Clubôs 
costs. 

Illustrated talks 
continued to be the 
mainstay of the 
programme, many by 
Club members but 
some by 
distinguished visitors.  
The conductor 
Norman Del Mar 
came to talk about 
Sibeliusô 
symphonies, the 
composer Elisabeth 
Lutyens spoke about 

her own and other contemporary music, and Karl Rankl, musical director 
of the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden returned to host a question-
and-answer session. Opera seems to have been of great interest: it was 
the subject of quite a few talks, there were visits to Covent Garden and a 
concert of operatic music with four singers and a pianist, with Douglas 
Craig of Sadlerôs Wells Theatre, as compere.  

The series idea was also a favourite part of the Clubôs programme, it 
seems. This season four presentations were given about the instruments 
of the orchestra: committee member Margaret Brown on strings, 
illustrated by members of the local Philodorian Orchestra; Lewis Covey-
Crump, himself a local bassoonist, and friends in the woodwind section; 
Emil Borsdorf, horn-player of the London Symphony Orchestra on brass; 

and the same orchestraôs timpanist Henry Taylor on percussion. At the end of the season a four-
part Mozart series was started, continuing into the 1951/52 season. The first of these, on the 
symphonies, was presented by John Culshaw. The other three talks were given by committee 
members. 

1951 was the year of the Festival of Britain and an inter-organisational 
Festival Committee was set up in Luton to co-ordinate a festival in May 
that year. The Club would contribute two concerts, as part of its normal 
programme. The Club was also involved in the Festival exhibition 
organised by the Arts League of Luton. 

The LPO concerts at the Alma Theatre continued with no less than four 
programmes between October and April. Sir Adrian Boult conducted the 
first in a programme of Bach, DvoŚ§k, Stravinsky, Butterworth and 
Berlioz.  Basil Cameron took the next two concerts, playing Mozart, 
Sibelius, Grieg, Ravel and Wagner in the first of these, and a whole 
evening of Tchaikovsky in the second. The fourth concert brought a 
collaboration with Luton Choral Society, with Arthur Davies conducting 
choir and orchestra in Elgarôs The Music Makers and Borodinôs 

Norman Del Mar  Elisabeth Lutyens Karl Rankl 

Douglas Craig  

Basil Cameron 
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Polovtsian Dances from Prince Igor.  The remainder of the 
programme was given over to Beethoven, conducted by no less 
than Georg Solti, at a time when he was musical director of the 
Munich Opera. The symphony concerts were still supported by the 
Arts Council although the grant was expected to decrease as the 
Council took the view that the Club should move to becoming 
largely self-supporting. 

Membership ended up at a reasonable 270 but the committee was 
nevertheless concerned about the numbers and attendances and 
planned various drives to attract new members and indeed simply 
to retain existing ones. The problems of 1950 seem little different to 
those of 2014. 

                                                         

                                     

 

 

Georg Solti  
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THE 1951/52 SEASON  
The seasonôs period of activity was now curtailed in mid-July with a longer break ï six weeks ï before 
the following season resumed in September. This was done partly to reflect changing habits about 
summer holidays but also to reduce expenditure since the last 15 or so Club evenings were given by 
members with no expense to the club apart from booking the venue. The fact that there were very few 
professional musicians in the programme also reflected the financial stringency of the Club at this time. 
This season there was no professional chamber music at all and only one piano recital, which was given 
by Jill Buesst, daughter of Aylmer Buesst, the Australian conductor, teacher and scholar, who lived in St 
Albans and was President of the St Albans Orchestral Society. The Club drew increasingly on such local 
connections, including this season a return visit by the former Glyndebourne and Covent Garden bass 
David Franklin who taught at St Albans School in the 1940s and early 1950s. A throat condition had 
forced his retirement from singing in 1951. 

The LPO concerts continued, however, with three events at the Alma Theatre conducted by Basil 
Cameron, Sir Adrian Boult and Eduard van Beinum.  This last concert featured a piano concerto for the 
first time (Tchaikovsky No 1) in which the soloist was the French pianist Eliane Richepin. The concerts 
continued to be financially underwritten by the Arts Council and now also by Bedfordshire County 
Council. Orchestral music was also provided in the first concert for the Club by the Luton Youth 
Orchestra under their conductor, Michael Marsh-Edwards. They played an ambitious programme of 
Handel, Vivaldi, Corelli and Peter Warlock. 

Among the speakers was the Hungarian composer Mátyás Seiber who had settled in England in 1935: 
he gave a talk on the music of Bela Bartók.  The British composer Alan Bush returned to talk about his 
opera Wat Tyler composed in 1948-50 but not staged in England until 1974: this delay almost certainly 
reflected the Establishmentôs attitude to Bushôs communist sympathies, which discouraged 
performances of much of his music. Lionel Salter, the Director of Music of the BBC European Service, 

and later to become Head of Music for BBC Television, 
spoke on The Trials of a Record Reviewer, while another 
critic and writer on music, William Mann, gave a talk on 
Bergôs opera Wozzeck, which was to have its first UK 
performance at Covent Garden the evening after his talk.  

Members also contributed talks notably in the four-
programme series Music and Musicians of Four 
Countries, in which the music of France, the USA, 
Russia and Italy was discussed. The Mozart series, 
begun in the previous season, was also concluded with 
two further events. 

But the most significant visitor ï although not obvious at 
the time ï was the 31-year-old Antony Hopkins, who was 

to become so very much involved with the Club up to the present day. He was billed as a óskilled and 
witty lecturerô.  

The main venue continued to be Beech Hill School 
with occasional use of other halls, including several 
events at the Parish Church, not least of which was 
a recital by George Thalben-Ball, one of the most 
eminent organists this country has ever produced.  

Audience numbers and membership continued to be 
a headache. By the end of the season membership 
had reached only 184 compared with 270 a year 
earlier. It is amusing and salutary to read of some of 
the ideas the Committee came up with, since they all 
seem too familiar. For instance, each current 
member was asked to bring one new person with a 
view to enlisting another member. The Committee 
was asked to wear identification badges so that 

newcomers knew who to ask for information. And, according to the AGM minutes in May 1952, ñit was 
suggested that the words óLuton Music Clubô on the posters etc. might be made less apparent, as non-
members might be given the impression that the programme advertised did not apply to them.ò  

Mátyás Seiber Eliane Richepin 

George Thalben-Ball Antony Hopkins 
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THE 1952/53 SEASON  
The season's period was now somewhat reduced with a mere forty events plus three LPO concerts 
and two Luton Youth Orchestra concerts. Two programme brochures were now to be produced 
instead of three. The season ran from the beginning of September to Christmas, with a three-week 
break then, resuming in January to mid-May when there was a three-week break for Whitsun and 
the Coronation, after which six more events concluded the season. Club members continued to 
bear the major responsibility for presenting programmes, either on record or in live music-making. 
The latter included a performance of Bachôs fifth Brandenburg Concerto, which sounds extremely 
ambitious. There was even an attempt to get members physically involved by participating in a 
square dancing demonstration by the English Folk Dance and Song Society, and by the 
Cambridgeshire Music Advisor encouraging volunteers to become opera singers for the evening! 
The concept of series programmes seems to have been popular with one series following hard on 
the heels of another.  This season Brahms was the focus of three presentations, one on the 
orchestral works, one on the concertos and a third on the chamber music and songs.  

There was somewhat more live chamber and instrumental music this 
season with a piano trio and a piano recital, using what appears to have 
been local musicians. A single professional piano recital was given by 
Joan Ryall, better known as part of a famous piano duet team with Joan 
Clark rather than as a solo pianist. Otherwise professional live music-
making could not be afforded without support from the Arts Council, which 
was not forthcoming. Vocal music was provided by the Harpenden Light 
Operatic Society in a Gilbert and Sullivan programme and by a small local 
choir called The Occasional Singers in a concert of Elizabethan madrigals 
and motets.                 

But talks by professionals continued and were very popular. The well-
known critic and music writer Alec Robertson gave a talk simply called 
The Enjoyment of Music, while Eric Ball, who has been dubbed óthe father 

of the brass bandô came to speak on composing for brass. Harold Rosenthal, Archivist of the Royal 
Opera House, Covent Garden and Editor of Opera magazine, asked Is the Art of Great Singing 
Dead? There was also a contribution from the composer John Gardner, and Antony Hopkins 
returned for his second visit.                                                    

The LPO returned to Alma 
Theatre three times, under 
Boult, Cameron and Norman 
Del Mar. Once again a piano 
concerto was included, with 
Alfred Kitchin playing 
Rachmaninovôs second. These 
concerts were now supported 
by the Arts Council and by 
Luton Borough Council following 
the withdrawal of support from 
Bedfordshire County Council. 

 

Membership fell slightly to 174. 

Joan Ryall 

Eric Ball John Gardner  
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THE 1953/54 SEASON  
This season saw a noticeable increase in the number of live music evenings, given mainly by local 
musicians, all now forgotten. But pianist Joan Ryall returned and Kenneth Abbott came out of the 
organ loft to share a piano duet evening with Noreen Hudson. Augustus Lowe, apparently a 
professional pianist with St Albans connections, gave a Chopin birthday recital, while no less than 
four chamber music groups contributed welcome live events. One of these, the Chelsea Ensemble, 
appears to have been professional: certainly the pianist, Harold Lester, was a well-known keyboard 
player working with people like Cathy Berberian, Ida Haendel and Alfred Deller. Another of these 
groups featured the soprano Elizabeth Crooke, who later joined the Glyndebourne Chorus and 
lived at my own village, Gravenhurst, where she was well-known.  Membership fell slightly to 167. 

Novelties included a demonstration of handbell ringing (not for a whole 
evening, though!) and the debut of the Clubôs own choir, formed and 
conducted by committee member Alfred Yallop. 

Among the outside speakers were Norman Del Mar talking about the 
music of Carl Nielsen, and the conductor and pianist/harpsichordist 
Lionel Salter, although his subject is not recorded. A further series was 
arranged, this time devoted to the music of Beethoven, with 
presentations on the symphonies, the piano music, the concertos and 
the chamber music. 

There were three concerts by the LPO, all given as usual at the Alma 
Theatre. As always these attracted large audiences, the average for this 

season being about 164.  Despite this the concerts invariably made a loss. The conductors were 
Boult, Cameron and, for the first time, the Kiev-born Anatole Fistoulari who had been briefly the 
principal conductor of the orchestra in 1943/44. His programme included the Andante from 
Mahlerôs fifth symphony, which was appropriate as he was married to Mahlerôs daughter, Anna.  
Once again a piano concerto was included in the series, with the distinguished Colin Horsley 
playing the Grieg. 

 

                                                   

Harold Lester 

Anatole Fistoulari Colin Horsley 
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THE 1954/55 SEASON  
The pattern of events continued in much the same way: a handful of live chamber music concerts, 
and many talks and gramophone presentations often by Club members (who seem to have been 
not only very knowledgeable but also quite youthful, some of them at least). The Club sought 
return visits from a number of people including the opera critic and author Harold Rosenthal, the 
óversatile personalityô Antony Hopkins (on his fourth visit, reflecting his popularity with members), 
pianists Augustus Lowe and Joan Ryall and others. The Music Club Choir tackled Dyson and 
Bach, while the All Saints Light Operatic Society presented excerpts from some of their 
productions. John Thompsonôs New Releases record presentations continued but he started to 
bring in speakers from the record companies (Decca and Vox this season) rather than do it 
himself. Among the outside speakers was Charles Mackerras, who was then at Sadlerôs Wells 
Opera and had also recently become principal conductor of the London Concert Orchestra. There 
was also a visit by the influential music critic and journalist Andrew Porter, who gave an 
appreciation of Kathleen Ferrier, who had died in 1953. Altogether there were now forty 
programmes in the season. 

A major setback was the forced 
abandonment of the LPO 
concerts. This was due to the 
planned redevelopment of the 
Alma Theatre, which was to 
become the Cresta Ballroom.  
Initially the only other venue for 
the concerts might have been the 
Vauxhall Canteen where the 
concerts had first been held, but 
the orchestraôs management 
decided that this space was no 
longer suitable. Later the Ritz and 

Savoy cinemas were investigated but nothing came of that. The LPO did return for a time in 1959, 
playing at the Cresta Ballroom as will be seen. The gap left by the LPO was to be taken by the 
newly-formed Luton Bach Orchestra under Michael Marsh-Edwards. At much the same time 
Kenneth Abbott formed the Luton Bach Choir, which gave its first concerts for the Club in 
November and February. 

The Club continued to arrange visits for members to London venues, including the Royal Albert 
Hall, the Royal Festival Hall, Covent Garden and Sadlerôs Wells. These were invariably very 
popular.  

In July The Club reached its 400th Monday meeting. The membership remained steady at 166. 

 

 

 

 

  

Charles Mackerras  Andrew Porter 
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THE 1955/56 SEASON  
Michael Marsh-Edwardsô Luton Bach Orchestra got under way with two concerts in October and 
February given at the Parish Church. The first included a Handel organ concerto, a Vivaldi violin 
concerto and Bachôs fourth Brandenburg Concerto, with various local soloists. The second concert 
featured Corelliôs Christmas Concerto, a violin concerto by Torelli, the Double Violin Concerto by 
Vivaldi and Bachôs fifth Brandenburg, plus arias by Bach and Handel sung by Chloe Howard. 

There was a handful of live chamber music programmes, some given by local musicians and at 
least two by visiting professionals. Among these was a violin and piano recital by Andrew and 
Robin McGee, still in their twenties. Andrew had studied conducting with Boult who had very likely 
suggested him to the Club. He went on to work with the Covent Garden Orchestra, the LSO, 
London Sinfonietta and the Nash Ensemble. He became a great expert on Paganini.  The baritone 
Philip Hattey is similarly little known today but he was regarded as an up-and-coming young artist 
in 1936 when the concert agents Ibbs and Tillett took him on: he gave an all-English song recital 
with pianist Bessie Burdekin.   

Among the speakers was 
Valentine Britten, the Head 
of the BBC Gramophone 
Library since 1942, who 
was sufficiently well-known 
to be Roy Plomleyôs guest 
on Desert Island Discs a 
few months after her Luton 
date. Sir Adrian Boult and 
Antony Hopkins made their 
by now regular visits, but a 
new face was William 

Wordsworth, little regarded nowadays but the composer of eight 
symphonies, six string quartets and much else.  

Memberôs talks included a new series of five presentations to mark 
Mozartôs bicentenary, the fifth of which was held over until the 
following season.  

The tenth anniversary of the Club was marked by a festival concert in 
May given by the Luton Youth Symphony Orchestra, conducted by 
Michael Marsh-Edwards. Jill Buesst returned to play Griegôs concerto 
while the remainder of the programme included Nicolaiôs Merry Wives 
of Windsor overture, Brahmsô Academic Festival Overture, Elgarôs 
Pomp and Circumstance March No 4 and a ballet suite by one Guy 
Halahan.                                     

The membership remained steady at 164. 

 

  

Andrew McGee Valentine Britten 

William Wordsworth 
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THE 1956/57 SEASON  
Owing to financial constraints professional contributions fell to almost nothing and it was left to the 
committeeôs imagination to devise a varied and stimulating mix using the members and local musicians, 
many of them amateurs. It was remarkable that, nevertheless, 40 Club evenings were arranged 
between September and July. These did include quite a bit of live music ranging from a piano recital by 
Dennis Hunt, who appears to have been professional, to the national prizewinning Luton Band, from a 
programme of recorder solos and ensembles to an organ recital at King Street Congregational Church. 

Vocal music seems to have been much less of a deterrent than it can be today. Not only were there 
choral concerts by The Hertfordshire Singers and The Chiltern Singers but the members contributed 
with a performance of Mozartôs little opera Bastien and Bastienne and a rehearsal of choruses from 
Vaughan Williamsô opera Hugh the Drover. The Music Club Choir contributed two programmes in one of 
which they were joined by the Music Club Orchestra! There was a song recital by Mercy Collisson, the 
formidable rectorôs daughter from Gravenhurst, and talks on Italian opera, Wagnerôs Tristan und Isolde 
and Gilbert and Sullivan. 

The Luton Bach Orchestra presented three more concerts at the Parish Church, conducted as usual by 
Michael Marsh-Edwards, and using local soloists in concertos and other concertante works.  

Visits to London concerts and opera were abandoned for the time being because of transport problems 
occasioned by petrol rationing. The venue continued to be Beech Hill Girl's School.  Membership fell to 
138. 

R.R. Hopkins, Club Chairman from the beginning to 1952 and a vice-president thereafter, wrote the 
following comments on ten years of the Club: 

ñI well remember the Club beginnings. During the war and immediately afterwards all sorts of bodies 
endeavoured to provide cultural entertainment. What seemed to surprise many of these bodies was that 
their efforts met with success! It was a time when people felt starved of good music, drama, pictures etc.  
and they rallied round any worthwhile presentations of this kindé  The Luton Music Club came into 
being because there were people who didnôt want to see this kind of thing fade out after the war. They 
recognised that the job had got to be done differently, but they still felt there was a job to be done. 

ñAs a matter of fact, those particular pioneers had a surprise also. They thought the Club might stage an 
event of some kind monthly or fortnightlyé.They never contemplated weekly meetings held regularly 
over a decade! And this has been despite difficulties which could not at that time have been foreseen ï 
being moved about and having to pay for accommodation; the continued non-availability of a suitable 
hall for large-scale concerts; the fact that the Arts Council has found it increasingly necessary to spend 
more of its money in London and the larger centres and withdraw its support from our pattern of weekly 
Club activity. Perhaps the Club has settled down at a more modest membership than was once hoped 
for. We used to think of 1000 membership or even more ï such figures had been achieved elsewhere. 
But when all the factors are taken into account, the present loyal following of 150 or so members, with 
an average of 60 regular attenders compares very well with anything else which has happened in this 
part of the world during the same period. 

ñIt is fair to claim that the standard of presentation offered has remained high. A very large proportion of 
top-line lecturers have visited the Club, although it has to be admitted that efforts to build up a 
satisfactory and near-economic support for individual artistes, recitals etc. have never been really 
successful. The greatest tragedy has doubtless been our inability to carry on with the symphony 
concerts which had been so successfully established at the Alma Theatre. Despite the most strenuous 
efforts no alternative accommodation has been found. Against this, the Club can pride itself on having 
provided a platform for competent local artistes and ensembles, amongst them the Luton Youth 
Symphony Orchestra. And so this year the Club celebrates its 10th birthday. Some of its founder 
members are still óon the jobô; some of us have been compelled to take a back seat. But the Club goes 
on, the leadership and initiative are still there, and thereôs no reason why the next 10 years shouldnôt be 
more successful still.ò 
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THE 1957/58 SEASON  

Membership continued to decline, falling to 121, a drop of 12%. This was as alarming then as it is 
now, and every effort was made to chase people who had not renewed subscriptions and to 
reduce costs in all aspects of the Clubôs activities. However, the amount of live music-making 
continued, mainly by local and amateur musicians who played for expenses. Resort was inevitably 
made to gramophone recordings, including a 7-part series Symphony Concert on Records, 
enterprisingly featuring all seven of Sibeliusô symphonies. 

One distinguished speaker was Ruth Railton, the founder of the National 
Youth Orchestra of Great Britain in 1948. Interestingly, although of no 
great consequence to this history, she was married to Cecil Harmsworth 
King, owner of the Mirror Group Newspapers. 

The violinist Jürgen Hess was another well-known name, certainly later 
on. He was leader of the English Chamber Orchestra and a member of 
several chamber groups including the Delmé String Quartet which played 
in Luton a number of times later on. Jürgen returned to the Club in later 
years with his family, all very talented musicians. 

The Luton Bach Orchestra continued their contribution with three 
concerts. Their conductor Michael Marsh-Edwards formed another band, 
the amateur Lyrian Orchestra, which gave two concerts in the season but 
then seems to have disappeared.  

The Dolmetsch family, well-known at the time and for many years afterwards for their 
championship of early music, came to give an illustrated talk on the day of the centenary of the 
birth of the familyôs musical founder Arnold Dolmetsch.  A neat bit of programming!  

Visits to London were resumed with trips arranged to a Promenade Concert and to Sadlerôs Wells 
Opera. These were quite popular but no doubt took a fair amount of organising, including the hiring 
of a coach.  

In the late summer of 1957 Sir Adrian Boult told the Club that, due to a recent indisposition, he was 
obliged to cut back on various commitments including the Presidency of the Club. He was 
succeeded by Norman Del Mar, the conductor and writer on music who had visited the Club on 
more than one occasion, including November 1957. He was elected as President at the AGM in 
June 1958 but did not last long in the role: it is not clear why he relinquished the appointment 
(presumably it was his initiative and not the Clubôs!) and he was succeeded in 1959 by Antony 
Hopkins who has continued in the role until now. 

The Club was beset by various problems at this time, as reported in the Luton News: 

ñThe Music Club held its annual general meeting on Monday evening and unfortunately the 
Secretary had to report that in this, the twelfth year of the Clubôs existence, membership was again 
down on the two previous yearsé. Owing to the decline in membership and the consequent 
diminution of income, the Committee has found it increasingly difficult to arrange programmes: live 
programmes may be popular, but when they can only be given if the artistes concerned agree to 
perform for no fee at all, or for a reduced fee, then there is clear evidence of lack of support. There 
has been some discussion of the possibility of changing the meeting-place of the Club, and also of 
altering the day of the week on which meetings take place. It seems a pity that an institution which 
has established a twelve year tradition of a regular Monday evening meeting should now have to 
abandon that tradition. In the past the Club has played an active and useful part in the musical life 
of the town, and it is to be hoped that the new Committee will be able to call upon more 
enthusiastic support in the twelvemonth to come.ò The Club was preoccupied with the same 
concerns fifty years later!  

  

Ruth Railton 
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THE 1958/59 SEASON  
The 36 programmes this season included an extraordinary amount of vocal music, which may 
surprise us who find it does not hold so much popular appeal. There were choral contributions from 
the Luton Parish Church Choir, Luton Grammar School Choir, Stopsley Girls School Choir, the 
Music Clubôs own choir (two concerts), and the Dorian Singers. The two Luton Bach Orchestra 
concerts both included a soprano soloist, while there were two song recitals, a Songs from the 

Shows programme, and a vocal quartet from Bedford, not to mention talks on operatic expression 
and interpretation and on British folk songs.  

One famous name making his first appearance at the Club was the 25-
year-old harmonica player Douglas Tate. He was a local young man, 
living at Stotfold, who had several early competition successes including 
a major triumph at the Wembley Music Festival in 1957. He was later to 
become Britainôs first World Harmonica Champion at Karlsruhe, Germany 
in 1967. Along with people like Tommy Reilly, Tate made the harmonica a 
órespectableô instrument and created a considerable public interest in 
learning it.  

Otherwise it was not a vintage season for famous names, but 
nevertheless the Club managed to increase the membership to 144, a 
gratifying rise of almost 20%. As has happened in more recent times, the 
day of the week for programmes was debated extensively but there was 
no strong move for a change from Mondays. One change which was just 
as significant was a move of venue from Beech Hill Girlsô School to the 

Luton Technical Institute, Park Square,  which had just been renamed the Luton College of 
Technology (later to develop into the University of Luton/Bedfordshire). A new hall had been 
constructed there which was better suited to the Clubôs needs than the school. Committee 
meetings were also held there. 

As now, the Committee was always looking for donations from members in addition to their 
subscriptions. A nice minute in July 1959 records that it was noted that members and guests left 
larger donations when reminded to do so at the meetings. The Chairman agreed to make a special 
point of asking for donations at each meeting and to ask members to be a little more co-operative 
when leaving donations with the Assistant Treasurer. óMeetingsô, it should be noted, meant the 
weekly programmes, not committee gatherings. 

As a further means of increasing Club funds, the Committee was starting to look at seeking 
financial aid from various sources including the Gulbenkian Trust, the National Federation of Music 
Societies, ITV, the Arts Council of Great Britain, the Nuffield Foundation and the Ford Trust. Little 
progress was achieved with most of these approaches. 

Another echo of present times was the decision to inform music teachers in secondary schools of 
forthcoming concerts and to invite students to come free of charge. Only one reply was received, 
from Adolphe Hauke, Head of Music at Luton Grammar ï who was a member of the Club! 

 

 

 

  

Douglas Tate 
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THE 1959/60 SEASON  
At last the London Philharmonic Orchestra was able to return to give two more concerts. These 
were in the Cresta Ballroom which had been converted from the old Alma Cinema. But it was not 
really suitable for concerts as the seats had to be put out each time, there was no rake in the 
auditorium and staging had to be introduced for the orchestra. However, the LPOôs visits there 
were short-lived as a redevelopment was being planned by the Ballroom owners and notice was 
given to the Club that no further bookings would be taken after February 1960. The Club then 
began to explore other venues including the College of Technology, Vauxhall Canteen, and the 
Ritz and Odeon cinemas. The LPO management eventually decided that the Ritz Cinema was the 
best of the suggestions. The two concerts in the Cresta were in November 1959, conducted by 

Hugo Rignold and featuring pianist Iris Loveridge, and in February 1960, 
conducted by Basil Cameron (not by the advertised Sir Malcolm Sargent 

who was indisposed) and featuring the 16-year-old 
Italian violinist Uto Ughi. The Luton Bach Orchestra 
augmented these concerts with three further 
programmes.  

Among the Club events were return visits from 
Douglas Craig of Sadlerôs Wells, the violinist Jürgen 
Hess, the harmonica player Douglas Tate, who came 
with a string quartet, Dr Kenneth Abbott who had now 
returned as organist and choirmaster at the Parish 
Church, and of course the new President, Antony 
Hopkins. He gave a talk on writing his musical, 
Johnny the Priest, which was to be performed in April 
1960 at the Princes Theatre, London. The Club 
arranged a coach party to see it. 

One new name on the roster was that of John Myatt, 
the clarinettist who founded the well-known woodwind 
and brass shop in Hitchin. John was to become a very 
good friend to the Club for many years not only by 
regular personal attendance but also by modest 
funding contributions. In October 1959 he made his 
first appearance at the Club with two violinists and 
two pianists.      
                      

Membership continued to increase with 192 at the end of the season, a very considerable 33% 
leap of support. In May 1960 it was decided to apply to join the National Federation of Music 
Societies in the hope that they could assist with funding more professional chamber music 
concerts. 

  

Iris Loveridge  
Uto Ughi 

John Myatt 
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THE 1960/61 SEASON   
This season was curtailed to just over thirty programmes, running from mid-September to mid-
April.  Three Celebrity Concerts were introduced: Opera for All performing Rossiniôs Barber of 
Seville in the first of many visits in the coming years, the Aeolian String Quartet, the first major 
quartet to appear at the Club, and a piano recital by Iris Loveridge, returning for her second visit. 
She was also destined to perform for the Club on several occasions.  

These concerts were supported by a modest grant (£20!) from the National Federation of Music 
Societies, which the Club had recently joined. In December the Club signed up to the Federationôs 
Block Insurance Scheme whereby, for a modest outlay, the Club was protected for a number of 
potential financial problems such as cancellation of concerts. At the end of April the Federationôs 
regional Annual General Meeting was held conveniently at Luton Hoo and a number of committee 
members attended. During the meeting John Thompson was elected onto the Regional 
Committee, the beginning of an involvement which was to last for many years.   

Members themselves continued to contribute 
extensively not least in an operatic double bill of 
Pergolesiôs La serva padrona and a piece by Percy M. 
Heywood entitled The Batsmanôs Bride, a parody of 
Gilbert and Sullivan composed in 1957, and the first 
operetta written on the subject of cricket! And a talk on 
brass instruments included a work specially composed 
for the occasion by Brian Lane and played by all 
members of the audience! It is extraordinary to find that 
industries such as Laporte's and English Electric had 
started up their own music clubs (Vauxhall Motors had 
had one since at least 1946) and one of the Club 

programmes was a music quiz between the three clubs, devised by Leslie Bedford and his son 
Steuart. The Bedfords had already appeared earlier in the season, with Steuartôs brother David, in 
a programme about the music of Liza Lehmann, Leslie Bedfordôs mother. Steuart Bedford of 
course, became a well-known conductor and was much associated with Britten and Aldeburgh, 
while David Bedford became a well-known and highly original composer who visited the Club a 
good deal in later years. 

The London Philharmonic Orchestra concerts were transferred, as planned, to the Ritz Cinema in 
Gordon Street. This was not all that satisfactory and involved extra costs for a stage extension and 
extra lighting hire and installation. Furthermore all this had to be set up after the cinema showings 
on Saturday night in readiness for orchestral rehearsal at 11 am on Sunday morning. Tickets for 
the first concert in October under Boult did not sell too well and doubts arose about the second 
concert in April which was to be under Sir Malcolm Sargent. However, this did go ahead in the end 
and óFlashô declared himself ówell pleasedô with everything. The London Bach Orchestra also 
contributed its usual two concerts.  

Gratifyingly, the membership continued to rise reaching 228 by the end of the season. 

 

 

  

The Aeolian String Quartet in 1960 
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THE 1961/62 SEASON  
The season reverted to 36 programmes ending at the end of June rather than April. Four Celebrity 
Concerts were arranged supported financially by the NFMS. These began with Opera for All in The 
Marriage of Figaro, produced by Douglas Craig who was becoming a regular visitor to the Club. 

Then followed a piano recital by John Barstow, winner of the first National 
Federation of Music Societies Award for Young Concert Artists in 1961, a 
scheme which the Club was to support regularly in the future. John Barstow 
went on to have a distinguished career as a teacher and taught many of the 
young pianists who later played at the Club. The third of these concerts 
brought a recital by the husband-and-wife team of mezzo Jill Nott-Bower 
and baritone and lutenist/guitarist Robert Spencer who were destined to 
return to the Club on several occasions. And finally violinist Jürgen Hess 
brought a newly-formed Conway Ensemble playing Mozart, Haydn, Fauré 
and Schubert. Unfortunately the Celebrity Concerts made a considerable 
loss of £86, a lot of money then, and doubts were aired as to whether they 
could be continued.              

The LPO concerts continued at the Ritz cinema, the 
first in October under Boult with Colin Horsley 
returning to play Tchaikovskyôs Concerto No 1, and 
the second in February under the Italian conductor 
and composer Francesco Mander, little remembered 
these days, with the young Australian violinist Beryl 
Kimber playing the Brahms concerto. The Luton 
Bach Orchestra gave two more concerts, moving 
into newer repertoire ï Prokofiev and Lennox 
Berkeley! 

Among other contributors were duo pianists Steuart 
Bedford and Martin Jones, the musicologist Denis Stevens who was editor 
of Groveôs Dictionary at the time, Arthur Davies, the founder and director of 
the Luton Girlsô Choir and the rock and jazz guitarist Alexis Korner. 

 

 

 

 

 

Sadly, membership fell dramatically, from 228 to 166. Ah, the fickle public! 

 

  

Robert Spencer 

Francesco Mander Beryl Kimber 

Steuart Bedford 
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THE 1962/63 SEASON  
The major development was the inauguration of the new Central Library which was opened by The 
Queen on 2 November. The building incorporated a 252-seat theatre - imaginatively called the 
Library Theatre - on the third floor. It was originally referred to as a lecture theatre although some 
of the very first events were ballet and opera. It had very little room backstage: only two dressing 
rooms behind the stage and minimal space in the wings. It is incredible how opera and ballet could 
be staged there at all. Outside was what was laughingly called a roof garden.  The Borough 
Council had seen fit to buy a piano ï a Blüthner Model B which is still in use. When not in use, the 
pianoôs storage was a perpetual headache as it could only be put in the small wing space stage 
right and was therefore in everyoneôs way. When opera and ballet were presented the piano had to 
be lowered on to the floor of the auditorium, a job which could only be handled by professional 
piano movers, at a cost. The lighting was fairly basic and the rake of the floor was much shallower 
than now. Seating was in one central block with aisles at the sides rather than the one centre aisle 
as now.  The acoustic was very dry for music ï and still is. Front of house facilities were limited to 
tea and coffee ï there was no bar.  But, in spite of all these shortcomings, many of which were to 
be addressed in the coming years, the Theatre was regarded as a very fine facility when compared 
with Lutonôs other performing spaces at the time. 

The opening of the building was celebrated 
with a week of events organised by the 
Library and Luton Arts Council, and the 
Music Club was invited to contribute an 
event on the Monday. The Club chose 
opera! Intimate Opera performed Thomas 
Arneôs The Cooper in a double bill with 
Antony Hopkinsô Threeôs Company. For the 
remainder of the season the Club continued 
to use the College of Technology for most 
of its programmes but took advantage of 
the new venue on a few occasions 
including - amazingly enough in view of the 
foregoing comments about space ï Opera 
for All in Pucciniôs La bohème and 
Cimarosaôs The Secret Marriage. Opera for 
All were clearly undeterred by the theatreôs 
limitations since they returned annually for 
many years. Ballet was also programmed 

regularly with Western Theatre Ballet, Minerva Ballet and Harlequin Ballet all making appearances: 
the problem here was that the sightlines were such that it was difficult to see the dancersô feet! 

Apart from Opera for All, vocal music continued to feature quite strongly in the programmes, what 
with an evening of Gilbert and Sullivan highlights, a talk by John Culshaw of Decca Records on 
producing recorded opera, a talk on Wagner and no less than three song recitals, including one by 
the baritone Malcolm Singer, later well-known for his arts programme Tabs on BBC Three 
Counties Radio. 

There were two piano recitals by artists who later 
became very distinguished ï Hamish Milne and Clive 
Lythgoe.  The 23-year-old Milne was just embarking on 
a career which was to take him all over the world as a 
soloist and chamber musician. He also played for the 
Club many years later. Lythgoe was a very popular 
pianist in the 1950s and 1960s but later suffered 
something of a breakdown due to the pressures of fame 
and his career practically vanished.  

  
Hamish Milne Clive Lythgoe  
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There were also visits from two influential critics, 
Felix Aprahamian and Edward Greenfield. 
Aprahamian was the music critic of The Sunday 
Times, and gave a talk on Debussy to mark the 
centenary of the composerôs birth. Edward 
Greenfield, the record critic of The Guardian and 
The Gramophone Magazine, spoke on the job of 
a record reviewer. Both were frequently heard on 
BBC Radio 3 and became influential 
broadcasters. 

The Luton Bach Orchestra continued its concerts 
but moved them to Saturdays as independent promotions. The concerts by the London 
Philharmonic Orchestra seem to have ceased, at least under Luton Music Club promotion.   

The Club became affiliated to the Luton Arts Council (the successor to the Luton Arts League). The 
Council later became responsible for distributing Borough Council grants to Luton voluntary arts 
organisations. At the Clubôs Annual General Meeting it was decided that seasons should in future 
run from mid-September to the end of April, around thirty programmes. It was further decided that 
celebrity lectures promoted by the Library itself and record recitals promoted by Farmerôs music 
shop should be arranged for Mondays and integrated into the Clubôs season.  

Membership this season was a modest 138. 
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THE 1963/64 SEASON  
The Club now moved into the Library Theatre permanently. Despite the novelty and attraction of a 
proper performing space, the move did not enhance the membership numbers which were 144.  

The mix of 29 programmes continued to be much as before with plenty of talks and record 
programmes intermixed with live music by local musicians, young professional artists and the 
occasional established 'star'.  Celebrity concerts were introduced not only as a way of highlighting 
the plums in the programme but also to raise extra revenue by charging an admission fee over and 
above the subscription.  This season the five such concerts included Harlequin Ballet, the Amici 
String Quartet with popular pianist Iris Loveridge returning again, a recital by Welsh pianist Eira 
West and two visits from Opera for All, presenting Don Pasquale in October and Così fan tutte in 
February. Harlequin Ballet (1959-1968) was a small-scale touring company run by John and 
Barbara Gregory. The Gregorys choreographed many of the dances performed by the company 
but works by guest choreographers such as Anton Dolin, Tamara Karsavina and Alexander Roy 
were also toured. The Amici Quartet (Lionel Bentley & Michael Jones, violins, Christopher 
Wellington, viola and Peter Halling, cello) was a highly reputable ensemble active at this time. Eira 
West was at one time the pianist with a small operatic group founded in Adelaide in 1957 and 
called the Intimate Opera Group. It was modelled on the British ensemble, the Intimate Opera 
Company, which had opened the Clubôs season in the Library Theatre. More curious still, the 
Australian group took Antony Hopkinsô Threeôs Company, which was in the Luton 1962/63 
programme, into its repertoire. 

The New Record Releases 
series continued as one of the 
most popular draws: organised 
by John Thompson in association 
with Farmerôs music shop, they 
started to be presented by record 
producers and other musical 
personalities and occasionally 
included a well-known leading 
musician keen to promote new 
recordings.  Those attending the 
programmes could claim a 
discount from the music shop on 

any of the featured records. There were no less than four of these programmes this season, one of 
which included a short recital by the renowned oboist Leon Goossens.  The Club continued to 
attract eminent people to give talks, which were very popular with audiences. Among the speakers 
this season were the doyen of accompanists, Gerald Moore, the controversial critic and 
broadcaster Hans Keller, who celebrated Benjamin Brittenôs 50th birthday, and the jazz guitarist 
Ken Sykora.  
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THE 1964/65  SEASON 
More and more live music and fewer talks was becoming the norm by this time, much use being 
made of promising youngsters at the start of their careers.  Typical was the Alberni String Quartet, 
here making the first of many appearances over the coming years. They had only recently been 

formed at the Royal Academy of Music (1961), with 
Dennis Simons as leader and Howard Davis as second 
violin. Howard was to take over as leader in the 1960s and 
continued in that role until he retired through ill-health in 
2005 ï sadly he was to die in 2008, aged 67. The quartet 
members were good friends of the Club for years to come. 

Opera and ballet featured again with a return visit from 
Harlequin Ballet and two visits by Opera for All performing 
Rossiniôs Cinderella (La Cenerentola) and a double bill of 
Pucciniôs The Cloak (Il tabarro) and Susannaôs Secret by 
Wolf-Ferrari. Indeed vocal music continued to be 
programmed quite often, contrary to current practice as 
already noted. There were two song recitals (including 
another visit from baritone Malcolm Singer), a voice and 
guitar programme from Joy Hyman and Jennifer Rice (to 
become firm favourites at the Club), the local Ionian 
Singers and talks on settings of the requiem mass and on 
Bachôs cantatas. 

Once again there were four programmes of New Record 
Releases in one of which EMI brought the celebrated 
three-hand piano duo Cyril Smith and Phyllis Sellick.  
Other piano contributions came from the 23-year-old 
Marlene Fleet who had just made her Wigmore Hall debut, 
and the almost as young Swedish virtuoso Lennart Rabes 
who was later to become a leading Liszt expert. 

The last celebrity Concert was something of a curiosity: the 
Berwang Clarinet Quintet. Berwang is a village in the Austrian Tirol 
in which a holiday music course is held every year. It seems most 
probable that the clarinet quintet was formed for the occasion, but, it 
seems, one of the violinists was the young Peter Cropper, who 
founded the Lindsay Quartet in 1965.  Maybe the other string 
players in the Quintet were to become the other Lindsay players. 
And so perhaps the Club had engaged the Lindsays when they were 
at their chrysalis stage! 

Membership remained at much the same level ï 138. 

 

  

 Alberni Quartet (later than 1964)  

Joy Hyman & Jennifer Rice 

Cyril Smith & Phyllis Sellick  
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THE 1965/66 SEASON  
Once again opera and ballet dominated the series of five Celebrity Concerts, with Opera for All 
bringing productions of La traviata and The Abduction from the Seraglio in October and January 
respectively, and the Ballets Minerva, making its first appearance at the Club. This company, 
formed around 1953 under the direction of Edward Gaillard with the objective of taking ballet to 
ñthe small theatreless towns in remote parts of the British Islesò. One of its dancers, Richard 
Holden, recalled in his memoirs that ñit was a pint-sized company, or ballet-in-a-nutshell ï but they 
wanted to, and actually did provide more than a pint measure of entertainment for the largely family 
audiences. It maintained high standards of performance, touring all of England on a bus especially 
fitted to accommodate all nine of us plus costumes and scenery. It always had enthusiastic and 
devoted audiences and got good notices.ò  The other two Celebrity Concerts were given by the St 
Cecilia Piano Quartet, of which nothing is known and the popular piano duet team Joan Ryall and 
June Clark. Joan Ryall had played solo recitals on three previous visits but this was the first visit 
with her duet partner. 

John Culshaw was becoming a 
regular presenter in the New 
Record Releases series and 
came to the Club several 
times. He was a pioneering 
English classical record 
producer for Decca Records. 
He recorded a wide range of 
music, but is best known for 
masterminding the first studio 
recording of Wagner's Der 

Ring des Nibelungen, begun in 1958 
and conducted by Sir Georg Solti.  
Among other speakers was the 
composer Robert Simpson, who talked 
about his beloved Carl Nielsen marking 
the centenary of the Danish composerôs 
death.  Dr Simpson was to become 
more involved in the Club in the 1980s 
when he became a Vice-President and 
several of his string quartets were 
performed.  

There was 
a welcome 
resumption 

of professional orchestral concerts at the Ritz Cinema but this time the 
band was the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra under Rudolf Kempe, then 
making a name for himself at Covent Garden and elsewhere.  This 
would appear to have been a one-off event as no further orchestral 
concerts are recorded, at least not with the Clubôs involvement. (The 
Club minutes are not extant for this period and so the background to 
this discontinuation is not documented).                                                      

Membership remained fairly static at 134.  

  

Joan Ryall and June Clark  John Culshaw 

Robert Simpson 

Rudolf Kempe 
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THE 1966/67 SEASON  
The Clubôs 21st birthday season was a somewhat lacklustre affair perhaps but with the usual mix of 
local talent, including committee members, and of professional input. Local input included 
youngsters from the Denbigh Road School Brass Band and the Luton Schools Orchestra, while the 
Vauxhall Male Voice Choir made a return visit after some years. The New Record Releases series 
continued with four programmes all presented by John Thompson (no representatives from the 
record companies).  

There were five Celebrity Concerts again, with Harlequin Ballet and the Alberni String Quartet 
making return visits.  Opera was in the hands of The London Opera Players, a similar group to 
Opera for All, founded by soprano Elisabeth Parry in 1950. The company was still active up to 
2006 when it was forced to close. However it was revived as the New London Opera Players in 
2011. For its 1967 Luton show it chose Johann Straussô Die Fledermaus. Two new but 
distinguished artists in the series were percussionist James Blades and oboist Evelyn Rothwell, 
who was accompanied by Iris Loveridge.  Miss Rothwell was, of course, the wife of Sir John 
Barbirolli but in her own right was the pre-eminent oboist of her day and it was quite a coup for the 
Club to be able to engage her. James Bladesô lecture-recital on percussion was a classic musical 
entertainment of its time and must have been experienced at nearly every music club in the land.  

The lecture-recital as 
a format was taking 
over from the straight 
talk and was more 
popular with 
audiences as it 
involved some 
element of musical 
performance as well 
as being educational. 
It was also normally 
very entertaining and 
relaxing, with plenty of 

scope for humorous anecdotes. For the promoterôs point of view it was also economical as artist 
fees for lecture-recitals were a good deal less than for conventional recitals.  Many such 
presentations were based on a particular musical instrument or family of instruments, as with 
James Bladesô show. Audiences were invariably intrigued about the history and development of 
instruments.  

The only straight talk, by a professional at least, was from music critic and journalist Felix 
Aprahamian on a return visit. His subject was Frederick Delius.  It is also interesting to spot the 
young Ian Brown, then a student at the Royal Academy of Music, in a chamber music trio from the 
Academy. Ian was later to become very well-known as the stalwart pianist of the Nash Ensemble 
of London with whom he returned to the Club in years to come. 

In the absence of minutes for this period, there are no figures for membership for this or the 
following ten seasons. 

  

Elisabeth Parry  Evelyn Rothwell  James Blades 
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THE 1967/68 SEASON   
This season seems to show an enhancement in the quality of artists engaged, perhaps indicating 
that there was more money available (from the National Federation of Music Societies and from 
Luton Arts Council). The five Celebrity Concerts included a return visit from Opera for All playing 
The Barber of Seville (which they had performed at the Club in 1960) and from pianist Marlene 
Fleet who had played at the Club in 1965. New to audiences were three leading ensembles. 
Musica da Camera was a flute, harp and string trio quintet featuring the 73-year-old Russian 
harpist Maria Korchinska, who had had such a distinguished career in Russia and England.  The 
Boise Piano Trio comprised violinist Hugh Bean, cellist Eileen Croxford and her husband pianist 
David Parkhouse.  

With additional players 
they were to evolve into 
the very well-known Music 
Group of London. The last 
Celebrity Concert featured 
the distinguished New 
Zealand mezzo-soprano 
Honor McKellar with Joan 
Bucknall on viola and 
Elizabeth Thomas on 
piano.   With a recital by 
Hong-Kong-born Enloc 
Wu the Club resumed a 
long patronage of the 

National Federation of Music Societies' Award for Young Concert 
Artists, which has enabled so many top-quality young musicians to get 

started on their careers. A previous winner, John Barstow, played for the Club in 1961 but Miss 
Wuôs recital marked the start of regular engagement of such artists, many of whom subsequently 
rose to prominence. It is also interesting to see the name of another pianist in an ensemble from 
the Royal College of Music ï the Australian David Helfgott, whose life inspired the Oscar-winning 
film Shine starring Geoffrey Rush in the 1990s.  A prodigiously gifted pianist, Helfgott faced 
increased emotional instability and mental excitability towards the end of his time in London and a 
brilliant performing career was blighted. His performance in Luton was so impressive that he was 
invited back the following season, again with some fellow students from the Royal College of 
Music. 

One notable speaker was Thea Musgrave, hailed as óone of the most respected and exciting 
composers in the Western worldô, who came to talk about her music generally and in particular her 
opera The Decision, which was to be given its first performance two weeks later by the New Opera 
Company at Sadlerôs wells Theatre. 
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THE 1968/69 SEASON  
The variety of programmes imaginatively assembled on a small budget continued to impress, with 
a judicious amalgam of established professionals, college students, local amateurs and Committee 
contributions. There were return visits by people who were becoming firm favourites such as 
harmonica-player Douglas Tate, Michael Marsh-Edwards, who was now Head of Music at Stopsley 
High School and no longer on the Club committee, and of course the President Antony Hopkins.  

The Celebrity Concerts continued with yet more opera with Elisabeth Parryôs Opera Players 
offering La bohème and Chelham Opera, a similar small-scale touring group, new to the Club, 
presenting Così fan tutte.   La bohème was directed by Peter Gellhorn who returned as pianist with 
another ensemble in the Celebrity series, the Court Ensemble, which featured the contralto Jean 
Allister.  Peter Gellhorn was a major contributor to the British opera scene at the time, conducting 
in his long and distinguished career all the leading opera companies, notably the Royal Opera, 
Covent Garden and Glyndebourne Festival Opera. He was also, for eleven years, Director of the 
BBC Chorus. He was well known as pianist, composer, lecturer and adjudicator in Britain and 
overseas.     

The baritone John 
Carol Case was 
another notable artist 
to grace the stage at 
the Theatre, giving a 
lecture recital on 
English song from 
1600 to the 20th 
century.  He was a 
stalwart of the British 
concert scene at this 
time and was 
associated with all the 
great choral societies 

and festivals. He became a regular broadcaster on BBC radio and television and made concert 
appearances in Europe and Canada. 

For the first time the Club welcomed the eminent Richards Piano Quartet, comprising violinist Nona 
Lidell, viola player Jean Stewart, cellist Bernard Richards and pianist Bernard Roberts. This was a 
high-class chamber group which was to return to the Club more than once. And Bernard Roberts 
himself returned as solo pianist and in other ensembles over many years and became a great 
favourite with audiences with his warm and ebullient personality.  

But among the musicians who continued to be well-known one finds artists who disappeared from 
view. One such was Vincent Billington who gave a lecture-recital entitled The Funny Side of 
Serious Music. He worked with all manner of famous conductors and composers as well as show 
business people and had a world-wide career as a solo pianist. He based himself at Scarborough 
where he was highly popular and for 12 years was accompanist to violinist Max Jaffa at the Spa. 
But who remembers him now?  

As already noted, lecture 
recitals were always 
popular and comparatively 
inexpensive to put on. 
Apart from those 
mentioned above, this 
season heard a 
presentation on medieval 
instruments by Mary 
Remnant and a talk by 
Ruth Gipps, the composer 
and founder and conductor 
of the Chanticleer 

John Carol Case  Jean Allister Peter Gellhorn  

Mary Remnant  Ruth Gipps  
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Orchestra. Mary Remnant was very popular on the music club scene at this time and gave her 
illuminating entertainment ï for such it was ï to fascinated audiences up and down the country for 
many years. Ruth Gipps was a highly respected composer/conductor who was also a pianist and 
oboist. She had a multi-faceted career in all aspects of music. One of her main achievements was 
the foundation of the British Music Information Centre, now regarded as an invaluable resource for 
musicians and one which the Club was to make good use of in the 1980s. 

The Clubôs annual brochures had been pretty pedestrian affairs until now but changes were afoot 
and comparatively sophisticated artwork was introduced into the two leaflets. In addition, simple 
but effective individual handbills were produced for the Celebrity Concerts. 
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THE 1969/70 SEASON  
This was the first season for which the archive material makes any indication of financial support. 
Initially, assistance came from two sources: Luton Arts Council (with funds from Luton Council) and 
the National Federation of Music Societies (with funds from the Arts Council of Great Britain). 
Funding was to become a highly complex aspect of the Committee's work, but initially financial 
help was straightforward and fairly automatic. The NFMS funding was based on an assessment of 
the programme, but followed by a mechanistic calculation. The funding applications had to be 
submitted to a regional committee which made the decisions. At this time the Club was in the East 
Midlands region: John Thompson was a member of the regional committee for many years. Joint 
promotions with the Library for some of the talks also helped, as the Library would find half the 
fees.  There were still around 30 programmes each season although many such as the New 
Record Releases evenings (five this season!) and contributions by Committee members and other 
locals did not attract a fee. Among these was a talk on Rossini by one Christopher Thomas, of 
whom more, later! 

The season saw return visits from several people including baritone Malcolm Singer, composer 
Alan Bush, William Glock, BBC Controller of Music, and Alex MacLaren who talked about the 
history of jazz. It is interesting to note the appearance of Alan Bush, whose music was practically 
ignored by the musical establishment because of the composerôs communist sympathies, in the 
same season as William Glock, who was one of the most influential members of that very 
establishment. It was just as well that their talks were six weeks apart! 

Among the four Celebrity Concerts was a recital by the celebrated 
bass Owen Brannigan, known in opera for buffo roles and in 
concert for a wide range of solo parts in music ranging from Purcell 
to Tippett. He is best remembered for his roles in Mozart and 
Britten operas and for his recordings of roles in Britten, Offenbach 
and Gilbert and Sullivan operas, as well as recordings of English 
folk songs. He was accompanied by Keith Swallow. 

The other Celebrity Concerts included a return visit from pianist 
Colin Horsley, Welsh National Opera in Madam Butterfly (hardly 
believable!) and a piano trio consisting of violinist Judith Hill, cellist 
Helen Just and pianist Alan Rowlands, who became much 
associated with the music of John Ireland.  

Among the speakers not already mentioned were John Denison, 
for many years the General Manager of the Royal Festival Hall and 
Denys Darlow, the founder and director of the Tilford Bach Festival 
in Farnham, Surrey. 

 

  

Owen Brannigan 
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THE 1970/71 SEASON  
Apart from the New Record Releases still being presented by John Thompson, there was by this 
time little or no input from members, most programmes being given by professional musicians and 
speakers.  For the first time the Club produced a single brochure covering the whole season rather 
than one for each half. It was a plain but stylish publication with plenty of information about the 
programmes.  

Following on from Denys Darlowôs talk the previous season, the Tilford Festival Ensemble 
consisting of flute, violin, cello and harpsichord presented the first of four Celebrity Concerts.  
Harpsichords were always a problem as the Theatre had no large lift and, unless the instruments 
could be upended in the small lift, they had to be manhandled up three flights of stairs (and down 
again, of course!). This was the practice for many years until concerns about insurance and bad 
backs stopped it and harpsichords were avoided unless they were small enough to go in the lift. 
The pianist Iris Loveridge, always popular at the Club, returned for a Celebrity Recital as did the 
young Enloc Wu. The fourth Celebrity Concert was given by the Baccholian Singers of London, a 
well-known male vocal quintet (Roger Covey-Crump, Ian Partridge, John Huw Davies, Ian 
Humphris and Brian Etheridge).  

The Club continued to patronise the NFMS Award for Young Concert Artists by engaging both the 
harpist Susan Drake, the 1969 winner, and contralto Anne Collins, the 1970 winner. Both were to 
make impressive careers. 

 

Guitarists were starting to be popular and the Club began engaging at least one each season. 
Among the first was the young Julian Byzantine (lovely name! Was it real?), who went on to enjoy 

an incredibly successful worldwide career playing in almost 80 
countries.                                                     

One of the most delightful talks was given by Annetta Hoffnung, 
widow of Gerard Hoffnung who had died in 1959 at the age of 34.  
Hoffnung is still remembered as a cartoonist of genius, whose 

hilarious rendering 
of the musical 
scene had achieved 
worldwide fame. 
Annetta Hoffnung 
had been closely 
connected with her 
late husband's 
work, both in his 
lifetime and for 
many years after 

his death. She mounted dozens of exhibitions of his original drawings and produced scores of 
Hoffnung concerts in major cities throughout the world. She was enormously popular on the music 
club circuit with her talk on Hoffnung, which she illustrated with slides, recordings and films. 

Baccholian Singers of London Susan Drake  Anne Collins as Lady Jane in óPatienceô 

Julian Byzantine 

Gerard Hoffnung Annetta Hoffnung 



32 
 

A major new speaker was Richard Baker, who had 
become a household name as a BBC newsreader and 
had gone on to presenting other radio and television 
programmes. He had become especially involved with 
music as a presenter and narrator/reciter in works such 
as Waltonôs Façade. He was to return many times in 
one role or another and became a good friend of the 
Club. 

In the spring of 1971 the Library Theatre closed for 
building work. As a consequence the Club moved its 

last four concerts to Quinville House, the 18th century country home in Maulden, near Ampthill, of 
the international bass-baritone Raimund Herincx and his wife Astra Blair. They had created a small 
concert hall and founded the Quinville Concerts Trust to raise funds for disabled children. Sir Colin 
Davis and Sir Charles Groves became joint presidents of the Trust and for 13 years international 
musicians, singers and actors took part in its concerts, raising money to provide equipment, 
specialised transport, holidays and leisure activities to children with disabilities.  Astra Blair had 
been a singer herself and was now a concert agent several of whose artists were to appear at the 
Club later. The Herincxs were to become good friends of the Club for several years and were 
created vice-presidents in 1972.  

The concert hall could only seat around 100 people and the four concerts had to be restricted to 
members. The Club laid on a coach from Luton for members who required transport.  The artists 
for the four concerts were John Burrows, a repetiteur from Sadlerôs Wells Opera, the young cellist 
Camilla de Souza with distinguished pianist Geoffrey Pratley, and student performers from London 
music colleges. The Club was to return to Quinville House in later seasons. 

  

Richard Baker 
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THE 1971/72 SEASON  
The 25th anniversary of the Club was marked on 7 November (a Sunday) by a reception for 
members and VIPs followed by a recital by the celebrated bass Owen Brannigan with his pianist 
Keith Swallow. Both reception and recital were held in the main concourse of the Library rather 
than the theatre. A special printed programme was produced with a potted history of the Club and 
messages from past presidents Sir Adrian Boult and Norman Del Mar. The current President 
Antony Hopkins gave an address as did the Mayor of Luton and John Cruft, Music Director of the 
Arts Council of Great Britain. Brannigan arrived in style in his chauffeur-driven Rolls which was 
parked right outside the main entrance of the Library and stayed there all evening. Brannigan came 
ready dressed in white tie and tails and a very theatrical evening cloak. It was most impressive! 

Chris Thomas had become Programme Secretary at the previous AGM and was responsible from 
now until 2013 for the planning of the programmes. This was a new job title as the work had been 
done until then by the Secretary, Tony Bell, who had been visionary in moving the Club into a 
much more ambitious scale of programming, seeking to book  for certain concerts a much higher 
calibre of artists than had been thought feasible hitherto. It was Tony Bell who laid the foundations 
for the Clubôs future scale of operations although sadly he died at an early age soon after he 
relinquished his committee role. 

Little or no consideration was given to the fact that Chris Thomas knew next to nothing about 
chamber or instrumental music, his great enthusiasm at the time being opera. Nor of course did he 
know anything of the concert world generally. He seems to have learnt fast enough and his 
London-based occupation gave him considerable opportunity to meet concert agents (of which 
there were many fewer compared with now and which were all based in London). He was also able 
to go to concerts at the Wigmore Hall and other venues: agents gave out free tickets like confetti to 
concert promoters. 

The Celebrity Concerts continued with a recital by the young Brazilian guitarist Turibio Santos, a 
return visit from the Alberni String Quartet, the Welsh National Opera in The Barber of Seville and 
a recital by Peter Wallfisch, replacing Alicia Schachter who was unable to appear. Peter was, of 
course, the father of the fine cellist Raphael Wallfisch, who played at the Club later. 

Around this time the 
Club started to 
receive welcome 
support in kind from 
Lutonôs Parks 
Department which 
provided impressive 
floral displays for 
the stage on 
selected dates 
stipulated by the 
Club. This support 
continued for 
several years. The 
displays were 

always a delight and much appreciated by artists and audiences alike. A similar kind of support 
was provided by the Luton Co-Op which was just across the street from the Library. For John 
Thompsonôs regular series of New Record Releases the Co-Op provided a roomful of furniture so 
that the stage looked like an ordinary sitting room with sofa, armchairs, sideboard, coffee table and 
standard lamp. John brought in his own excellent stereo equipment. At this time John was working 
for EMI and his contacts in the recording business enabled him to bring leading record producers 
to present the programmes. This season there were contributions from Deutsche Grammophon, 
EMI, Decca and CBS. 

Following on from the Clubôs short evacuation to Quinville House at the end of the previous 
season, Raimund Herincx was invited to give a recital with his pianist Janet Edwards. Vocal music 
of a lighter kind was provided by singer/guitarist Leonard Pearcey, well-known at the time, with his 

Turibio Santos Raphael and Peter Wallfisch 
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Songs of Love and Lust and by the world famous folk duo Peggy Seeger and Ewan MacColl.  
Further light-hearted but instructive entertainment was provided by the very eminent horn-player 
Barry Tuckwell who presented a lecture-recital on his instrument. 

                                              
The final event 
of the season 
was a talk by the 
tenor Peter 
Pears entitled 
Words and 
Music.  This was 
a significant 
event for the 
following reason: 
a couple of days 
before Pearsô 
visit the Club 
was told that he 
would be 
accompanied by 
Benjamin Britten 
as they were on 

their way back to Aldeburgh from London. Pears was amazingly nervous before the talk. 
Afterwards, they were offered a drink before they departed but, in the absence of facilities in the 
theatre, had to be entertained in a smoky pub across the road.  As St Georgeôs Square was then 
the townôs bus depot the pub was full of bus drivers and conductors.  It was bizarre experience for 
John Thompson and Chris Thomas to entertain such eminent musicians to half a pint of bitter in 
such incongruous surroundings! It was this visit which prompted the Club to introduce an artistsô 
autograph/visitors book which has been a tradition ever since. 

 

                                                               

          

  

Peggy Seeger & Ewan MacColl Barry Tuckwell 

Peter Pears and Benjamin Britten 



  

35 
 

THE 1972/73 SEASON  
Building work in the Library Theatre prevented the Club from starting its season in its usual venue 
and so until 4 December concerts were held mostly at St Mary's Church Hall.  Because of this 
inconvenience the season started later than usual (9 October). The building work was to install two 
much needed additional dressing rooms, a shower room and another toilet, and a scenery dock, 
which would also provide a storage space for the piano. 

Around this time the Club decided to mount an exhibition at the start of each season with 
photographs of the artists taking part and other material. This was displayed in the Library for six 
weeks or so before and after the date of the first concert. It took a lot of work but attracted quite a 
lot of public attention. It continued for some years until the volunteers dried up!  

Tony Bell's visionary artistic aspirations secured the services of artists like the King's Singers, then 
at the height of their popularity, the New London Wind Ensemble and the New London Soloists 
Ensemble, an 11-piece group playing Vivaldi, Boyce and Mozart. These last two groups comprised 
leading instrumentalists at the top of their game. But his biggest coup was to book a recital by 
Alfred Brendel, one of the greatest pianists of the time. Brendel's recital had to be on a Sunday 
because of his limited availability and was put on in what was then the Esso Motor Hotel in 
Dunstable Road (now the Chiltern Hotel) as the Theatre was unavailable and in any case he 
insisted on having a specially-selected Steinway brought from London, which could not be got into 
the Theatre easily. Like Pears, Brendel was noticeably nervous before going on. Just before doing 
so he warmed up on an old honky-tonk piano in the hotel. He was such a warm and gentle but 
quite shy man.  

Tony Bell was also farsighted enough to identify musicians who were clearly going places and 
suggested that the Club booked the 20-year-old Hungarian pianist Zoltán Kocsis, who dazzled the 
audience with his virtuosity in music by Beethoven, Liszt and Bartók.  It was this skill at recognizing 
artists of the future that Chris Thomas gradually learned which enabled the Club to engage some 
of the finest musicians before they became famous ï and expensive.   

A further, somewhat 
daring, innovation 
was to have two 
opera performances 
by Opera for All on 
two consecutive 
evenings and of two 
different operas ï on 
the Monday they 
presented Gounodôs 
Faust and on the 
Tuesday gave a rare 
outing to Nicolaiôs The 
Merry Wives of 
Windsor. Faust was 

given in a production by the 
London Opera Centre. The 
Merry Wives of Windsor was 
presented in association with 
Luton Arts Council, which 
meant that they contributed to 
the fee. 

Among other artists were the 
flamenco guitarist Juan 
Martin, the pianist Anthony 
Peebles and Peter Hurford, 
organist and Master of the 
Music at St Albanôs Abbey. 
His lecture-recital was in St 

Alfred Brendel Zoltán Kocsis 

Juan Martin Anthony Peebles  
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Maryôs Parish Church as was the Christmas music concert with mezzo Delia Jones, young oboist 
Gary Roberts, and the Parish Church Choir conducted by Clive Simmonds. This had become a 
regular traditional element in the programme. 

This is the first season for which attendance statistics have survived: the average for the season 
was 173, reaching 300 for Alfred Brendel at the hotel, and between 200 and 257 for seven of the 
concerts (the Theatre at that time had 257 seats). Happy days! 

In May 1973 the Club hosted the Annual General Meeting of the National Federation of Music 
Societies East Midlands Region, an event engineered by John Thompson who was still on the 
Regional Committee. After the short business meeting there was a concert by NFMS young artists 
followed by a buffet lunch.  

The brochureôs design continued to change from season to season. It would soon settle down! 
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THE 1973/74 SEASON 
This season was the first truly international season with artists from Brazil, Czechoslovakia, 
Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Hungary, Japan and Canada.  It was also the first of four successive 

seasons in which a nationalistic theme was introduced. This was done as a 
positive means of widening the range of music heard. Music from 
Czechoslovakia (as it then was) was the choice for the first of these seasons, 
although the amount of such repertoire was only a sprinkling, not an 
inundation. These programmes included a wholly Czech recital by the UK-
based pianist Eva Bernáthová, a talk on Jan§ļek by David Lloyd-Jones, then 
a conductor at Sadlerôs Wells Theatre where several of the composerôs 
operas had received their UK premieres, the Czech Philharmonic Quartet 
plus pieces in a few other concerts. The Quartet concert had a somewhat 
alarming consequence: as one of the promoters on the Quartetôs UK tour, 
Chris Thomas and his wife were invited to a reception and concert at the 
Czech Embassy, along with the concert agent.  Some time later Chris was 
summoned from his desk at the Bank of England to face some questioning by 
some gentlemen from ï it turned out ï MI5.  Czechoslovakia was then, of 
course, behind the Iron Curtain and MI5 took no chances when it came to 
personal contacts. Chris was able to reassure the MI5 agents that he had 
only really talked to the concert agent and his wife at the reception. 
Nevertheless, it was a somewhat unnerving experience! 

The Czech Philharmonic Quartetôs concert was one of 
the seasonôs five Celebrity Concerts which also included 
the young Brazilian guitar sensations, the brothers Sergio 
and Eduardo Abreu; the Bulgarian violinist Stoika 
Milanova, who had won the prestigious Carl Flesch Violin 
Competition, with her pianist sister, Dora; the Yugoslav 
pianist Dubravka Tomsic; and the wonderful Nash 
Ensemble of London. But this ócelebrityô line-up far from 
outshone other stunning artists: another Carl Flesch 
winner (1972), the Hungarian viola player Csába Erdélyi 
with pianist Clifford Benson, and solo pianists Reiko 

Matsuzaki, winner of the 1971 Liszt-Bartók 
Piano Competition, and Philip Fowke, winner 
of the 1973 NFMS Young Artists Award.  
Choosing winners from various competitions 
was a simple way of picking the best artists at 
a time in their careers when they were 
relatively inexpensive!                                       

This season the Club established a 
relationship with the Rural Music Schools 
Association (which later became the Benslow 
Music Trust) a nationwide organisation aimed 
at nurturing the talents of adult amateur 
musicians, and presented the first of several 
concerts in aid of the financially strapped 

organisation at Hitchin. The 'deal' was that the RMSA would find top-line 
artists to play at the Club for no fee, and the Club in turn would hand over 
an average fee as a donation. The Club got a top quality concert for a 
modest outlay, and the RMSA got a bit of money towards its deficit. The 
RMSA's  'fixer' who prevailed on artists to play for nothing was a 
redoubtable elderly lady called Sybil Eaton, who had been a fine violinist in 
her youth and an ardent supporter of the RMSA.  The first concert was 
given by the Music Group of London which had played for the Club once 
before as the Boise Piano Trio. Miss Eaton came to all these charity 
concerts at the Club and from the stage she dramatically extolled the 
virtues of the RMSA, the musicians and the Club itself.  She had been a 

David Lloyd-Jones  

Sergio and Eduardo Abreu 

Dubravka Tomsic Csába Erdélyi 

Sybil Eaton 
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distinguished player in her time and Gerald Finzi had written his violin concerto for her in 1928. A 
room is named after her at Benslow.  

The season also saw the Club's first association with Stephen 
Dodgson, who was to become such a long and stalwart supporter 
of its activities.  The Athenaeum Trio gave the first performance of 
Stephenôs Trio for oboe, bassoon and piano. Stephen was later to 
become a vice-president of the Club and, with his wife Jane Clark, 
a distinguished harpsichordist, was to be a regular visitor and 
enthusiastic supporter of the Club until his death in 2013. 

One concert which gave especial headaches was a words-and-
music programme which was to have been given by the lutenist-
singer Martin Best with the well-known actor Andrew Cruickshank 
(of Dr Finlayôs Casebook fame) and his daughter Marty.  A couple 
of weeks before the concert Marty Cruickshank pulled out 
because the play she was in had its run extended in New York. 
On the very day of the concert Andrew Cruickshank withdrew on 

account of illness. Chris Thomas was offered Martin Best on his 
own but declined, preferring to try and retain the words-and-music 
content that the audience was expecting. This concert was to be 
given at the Esso Motor Hotel on a Sunday. A telephone call to 
the tenor Wynford Evans secured the services of him and his duo 
partner lutenist/guitarist Carl Shavitz. A call for help to Vice-
President Raimund Herincx suggested the actor and local 
resident Graham Crowden as a reader. He later became a well-
known face on television in the comedy series Waiting for God 
with Stephanie Cole. He, too, agreed.  Chris collected Mr 
Crowden at his home in Steppingley, where he was waiting with a 
small collection of books and two large whiskies, and took him to 
the hotel to meet the other two artists. The three performers retreated to a room where they 
worked out a programme. They performed as though they had been preparing for weeks. True 
professionalism! 

Three artists who were to play a big part in programmes in 
the 1970s appeared for the first time: the vivacious soprano 
Penelope Mackay, the baritone Robert Carpenter Turner 
and their pianist Kenneth Barclay. They gave a programme 
first presented at the Purcell Room entitled Songs of Town 
and Country ï all British works by Purcell, Ivor Gurney, 
Peter Warlock, Nicholas Maw, Walton, Vaughan Williams 
and so on. The artists were to become firm favourites with 
audiences in the next decade.  

Opera still featured in the season, but amazingly the Club 
decided to mount three productions one after the other on 

Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday. The Opera Players gave Don Pasquale and Chelham Opera 
presented La traviata and then Così fan tutte. It was a bit of a mistake as audiences could not 
easily take such an opera feast and had to choose which to attend. Consequently numbers were 
101 on Monday, 138 on Tuesday and a miserable 75 on the Wednesday. An even bigger mistake 
was a collaboration with the Society for the Promotion of New Music (anything to get another 
organisation to help with paying for concerts!). The SPNM certainly did assist financially but 
insisted, as well they might, on having three new pieces in the programmes (by David Carhart, 
Christopher Bochmann and John Owen), all of which seemed unintelligible to the audience. The 
concert was given by the Georgian String Quartet who also played a Haydn quartet and a less than 
jolly number by Lutoslawski.  All three composers were present. 128 people suffered what proved 
to be a horribly embarrassing evening. 

  

Stephen Dodgson 

Graham Crowden 

óSongs of Town and Countryô  


























































































































































































