
Staveley Choral Society Spring Concert 
Saturday March 12 th 2016 at 7.30 pm

Staveley Village Hall
'A Spring Sing; Birds, Bees and Battles'

Les Fleurs et les Arbres  by Saint-Saëns
Set to music by Saint-Saëns in the 1880's to an anonymous text, this short piece sets the sometimes

poignant tone of our Spring Sing:
The flowers and the trees, the bronzes, the marbles, the golds, the enamels, the sea, the springs, the 

mountains and the plains console our pains.  
Eternal Nature, you seem more beautiful to a heart in sorrow, and art reigns over us, its flame illuminates the 

laughter and the tears.

The Swan by Saint-Saëns, performed by Sue Buchan, viola and David Battersby, piano.
This is the only movement from The Carnival of the Animals  of 1886 that Saint-Saëns allowed to be 

played in public during his lifetime as he thought the other movements too frivolous and thus would 
damage his reputation as a serious composer.  Here it is in an arrangement for viola, and the particular 
instrument itself a very special one.  It is one of several made by a former member of Staveley Choral 
Society, our friend, Philip Blasdale, and played by his and Beryl 's daughter, Sue.  In memoriam.

The Blue Bird by Stanford
In 1910 the well-respected composer, conductor and teacher, Charles Stanford set to music this 

simple poem by Mary Coleridge.  She had died in 1907 so never heard this popular choral setting.  
(Esoterica: her father and the singer Jenny Lind had together formed The London Bach Choir in 1875).  In 
crashing contrast to this serene song came the years of 1914 -18, which had a severe effect on Stanford.  
Air raids on London terrified him, and many of his former pupils were casualties of the fighting in France, 
including Arthur Bliss who was injured, Ivor Gurney who was gassed, and George Butterworth who was 
killed.  Stanford died aged 72 on March 17th, 1924, thus almost an anniversary here today.

Flight of the Bumblebee by Rimsky Korsakov, arranged by Rachmaninov, performed by David Battersby, 
piano.

This well-known piece by Rimsky-Korsakov was written in 1900 originally as an orchestral 
interlude in his opera The Tale of Tsar Sultan.  Prince Gvidon allows himself to be turned into a bee by a 
magic swan, so that he can fly to his father, the eponymous Tsar, who does not know that he is still alive.  
How many fathers would have liked to be so visited in the Great War?  Sergei Rachmaninov, a fellow 
Russian, was forced out of Russia by the Revolution of 1917 and reinvented his composer-self as an 
international concert performer, making many transcriptions and arrangements of orchestral music for 
his virtuosic pianistic technique.  This particular one he made in 1929, recording it on a piano roll in the 
same year.  

A Blackbird Singing by Michael Head, performed by Patricia White, soprano, and David Battersby, piano
A Blackbird Singing is a poem by Francis Ledwidge (1887-1917) set to music by a young Michael Head

in 1918 as he did his war service in a munitions factory.  Ledwidge had written the poem in 1915 as he lay 
in hospital in Cairo, recovering from wounds received at Gallipoli.  It was here that Ledwidge received the 
news that his former sweetheart Ellie had recently died in childbirth only a year after her marriage, and it 
was to her that he addressed this poem. Thus on the one hand we hear a gentle evocation of a spring day 
and on the other, an expression of grief and loss. 

The Silver Swan by Orlando Gibbons
Gibbons wrote this madrigal in about 1611, possibly to a text of his own making.  In it he presents 

the legend that swans sing only once, and that just before they die.  It is not hard to equate this to the 
flowering of so many poet soldiers in the Great War.  



The Owl by Edward Thomas, read by Jayne Davies.
Edward Thomas, born on the 3rd of March 1878 was a prolific reviewer and writer of novels and 

essays before the outbreak of World War One— a man drawn to the beauty of the English countryside, who 
found in nature and rural life a source of deep inspiration for his work.  He is considered a war poet, 
although few of his poems deal directly with his war experiences, being written largely due to the 
encouragement of his friend the poet Robert Frost

The war entrenched itself across the Channel when this poem was written in February 1915.  He 
writes how he, cold and weary after a long walk, enters an inn with gratitude for food, fire and rest, but is 
unable to forget what others could not escape that night.  Later that year he volunteered for military 
service.  He was killed in action during the Battle of Arras in April 1917, shortly after he arrived in France.

The Owl and the Cuckoo    Anon – European. 
'Then there is the song of the Cuckoo, which announces the arrival of Spring, which consists of two notes, F 

sharp, and D natural.  The parrot has not a melodious voice, but forms its deep tones in the throat, and imitates the 
human voice.  The owl, too, howls only one single note, and that is on B flat.'  For further dubious ornithological 
interest, please consult 'The Universalist and Ladies Repository', Volume 4 (July, 1835) under the section 
headed 'Music. Original.'  

Into Battle  by Julian Grenfell, read by Barbara Colley
Julian Grenfell, born in 1888 was a talented, well-educated, vivacious man who could have been 

many things had he lived a decent length of life.  In 1910, after Oxford, Grenfell joined the army where he 
wrote poems and comic plays for his men to perform, and articles for the regimental magazine.  He read 
widely as well, including the work of Rupert Brooke which he loved.  He was on the point of leaving the 
army in the summer of 1914  when war was declared and by early October, he was in the first wave of 
fighting in France.  His exuberance and love of being outdoors where he treated people, dogs and horses 
with equal affection and respect allied with the opportunity to throw himself into the fight for a noble 
cause meant that he quickly gained a reputation for light-hearted courage.  He was mentioned in 
dispatches, won the DSO, and was soon promoted to the rank of Captain.  He refused a post as ADC (a desk 
job) saying his regiment was short of officers, and wrote the satirical poem ‘Prayer for Those on the Staff’ by 
way of comment.  His best-known poem, Into Battle was written at a time of confusion as he and his men 
waited to go up to the front near Ypres.  It expresses his long-felt, almost mystical connection with the 
natural world and the fighting man’s place within it.  On the 13th of May 1915, Grenfell was wounded by a 
shell-splinter to the head while monitoring enemy troop movements.  He died on the 26th of May with his 
parents and his sister Monica, a Red Cross nurse, at his bedside.  ‘Into Battle’ was published in The Times 
together with the announcement of his death.

Waste  Words: G.A.Studdart-Kennedy, Music: Randall
Geoffrey Anketell Studdert Kennedy, MC (27 June 1883 – 8 March 1929), was an Anglican priest and 

poet.  He was proud of his nickname 'Woodbine Willie' given him by the soldiers to whom he gave 
Woodbine cigarettes along with spiritual care as they lay injured or dying in the First World War. - a more 
acceptable last rite then than now.   He was awarded the Military Cross for his compassionate role in the 
war.  His citation read:

For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. He showed the greatest courage and disregard for his own 
safety in attending to the wounded under heavy fire. He searched shell holes for our own and enemy 
wounded, assisting them to the dressing station, and his cheerfulness and endurance had a splendid effect 
upon all ranks in the front line trenches, which he constantly visited.  

He died of exhaustion in 1929, having continued to live and preach his brand of Christian socialism without
rest.  He is commemorated with a feast day on the liturgical calendar of the Anglican Church on March 8th. 

This little poem Waste, from a collection 'The Unutterable Beauty', I set to music as an O level 
exercise, so I am afraid it is not pretending to be great music, but appropriate for its sentiment and the 
feast day missed only by days this is its debut choral outing. 

The War Photographer  by Carole Ann Duffy, read by Ben Goodman 
This poem by Duffy, born in 1955, comes from her friendship in the mid 1980's with Don McCullin 

and Philip Jones Griffiths, two well-respected photographers who specialised in war photography.   The 
photographer in the poem is anonymous, as are most victims of war: they are each just one of the faceless, 
nameless masses. Only their families mourn them by name.  The war to end all wars did not.  



Ah, Poor Bird – Anon – English
This is variously accredited to Mr Modern Folk, Old Mrs Trad Folk, Lady Elizabethan Anon, and 

Praetorius Himself.  Words vary equally enormously, and, if two other springy rounds are added to the mix,
we end up with a Quodlibet, which is altogether a more interesting cake.  

In Memoriam (Easter 1915)  by Edward Thomas read by John Parker
In Memoriam (Easter 1915)  is a short poem of reflection: the presence of flowers in a wood prompt 

mourning for a richer and happier world, lost forever because of the war.  Two years later after writing this
poem, the war still raging and the death toll ever increasing, Thomas himself would be dead.  In memoriam.

Under the Neem Tree,  words and music by John Campbell 
This little song written by John Campbell in 2007 is from a time when he lived in Saudi Arabia.  It 

describes some of the atmospheric and evocative beauty of the tree.  The Neem tree, 'Azadirachta indica' is
a fast growing tree of the mahogany family Meliaceae, thriving in areas of sub-arid to sub-humid 
conditions to the extent that in some areas it is considered a weed.  However, not only is this mighty tree 
beautiful in just about all states, but almost every part of it is useful, in particular for its healing 
properties.  Now, no less than any other time in history, surely we have need of a tree both practically and 
allegrically, whose 'leaves are for the healing of the nations'. 

INTERVAL

A Brown Bird Singing by Haydn Wood
Rodney Bennett, father of the better-known Richard Rodney Bennett, wrote the lyrics of this 

ballad under his pseudonym of Royden Barrie.  He  persuaded the composer Haydn Wood (b. 25th  March 
1882, d. 11th  March 1959) to set it to music.  It was published in 1922 and gained instant success.  The words
deliberately echoed something of Wood's earlier song Roses of Picardy.  Going home one night in 1916 on a 
London bus Wood  had related that the melody came to him virtually complete whereupon he jotted it 
down on an old envelope by the light of a street lamp.  The song quickly became popular throughout 
Britain and in the trenches, selling at a rate of 50,000 copies of the sheet music per month, making the 
composer a rich man.  Following the war it was found that the singing of the song helped soldiers who 
were suffering from shellshock to regain their speech, a phenomenon of the power of music that has been 
much researched since.  To the war-weary and grieving British public of 1922 the words of this later song 
evoked gentler times, and could convey their emotions to loved ones both living and no more. 

The Bee by F. Schubert – performed by Sue Buchan/Blasdale, viola, and David Battersby, piano. 
François Schubert, not the infinitely better known Franz Schubert, is the composer of this 1860 

bagatelle "a short unpretentious instrumental composition", a perpetuum mobile for violin and piano, but 
here transposed for (Philip Blasdale's) viola.  

Fifty Faggots by Edward Thomas, read by Christine Whittaker.
Thomas wrote ‘Fifty Faggots’ on 13 May 1915, while doing research at the British Museum for 

what was to be his last book. This was three weeks after the death of his friend, Rupert Brooke.  He sent the
poem to  Robert Frost, explaining  that it was “founded on carrying up 50 bunts (short faggots of thin and 
thick brushwood mixed) and putting them against our hedge.”  By comparing the poet’s future with that of
the wood pile, the poem shows how the war was increasingly worrying Thomas.

A Green Cornfield, performed by Patricia White, soprano and David Battersby, piano.
In 1923 Michael Head set to music this poem written by Christina Rossetti (1830-1894), herself no 

stranger to suffering and extreme disfigurement, so here is a reminder of the quiet regeneration of the 
land each year, despite whatever destruction or calamity, and those moments of calm beauty that occur 
within it. 

Skylark by Hoagy Carmichael, performed by Ben Goodman, tenor, and David Battersby, piano. 
This song was published in 1941, one of those rarer instances of lyrics (Johnny Mercer) following 

the melody rather than vice-versa.  It represents in a jazz idiom the same universals of love, hope and 
longing as we find in the rest of the programme. 



The Bee's Wedding by Mendelssohn, performed by David Battersby, piano.
One of the Songs Without Words, No. 4 of Opus 67, sometimes known as The Bee's Wedding, was 

written about 1844, and dedicated to Sophie Rosen, his wife.  Some of the Lieder ohne Worte were given titles
by publishers to help promote them though a few were given names or nicknames by Mendelssohn himself
including this one, also known as the Spinning Song.  Either the busy spin of the wool or the buzzing flight 
of bees makes perfect aural sense.  Too tight-fitting a description of the music is however a mistake. Said 
Mendelssohn: What the music I love expresses to me, is not thought too indefinite to put into words, but on the 
contrary, too definite. 

For the Beauty of the Earth by John Rutter 
The author of the words rejoiced in the name of Folliott Sandford Pierpoint. He was 29 in 1864 

when he wrote this hymn, mesmerised by the beauty of the Somerset countryside that surrounded him. 
Rutter's setting of the hymn expresses a joyful hopefulness which seems to be the essence of Spring: what 
better ending for our Spring Sing. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Ticket Sales: Staveley Pharmacy

If you would like to sing with Staveley Choral Society, we would be delighted to welcome you: 
we rehearse on Monday evenings 19.15 – 20.45 in Staveley Village Institute. 

You can contact SCS Musical Director, Wendy Randall, on 821524

SCS concert dates: 
Summer Prom – Olympian and Sporting Songs and Anthems – Saturday May 21st

Christmas Concert - 'Winter in the Garden' – Monday December 12th


