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Laudate Pueri Dominum!
Know a boy who loves to sing?



CONTACT KEN! 
Good morning Nick,
I’m writing this from Sydney Australia where 
I have lived for the last 52 years. I posted a 
Facebook entry this week as it was exactly 
60 years ago on April 1st and 2nd that we 
recorded the Victoria Tenebrae Responsories.  

I saw a recent article by Tim Petrocchi and 
wondered who else might still be around from 
those days? I am in touch with John Hahessy 
(Elwes), Michael Ronayne, Dante Smith and 
Rob Willes (my brother). Please feel free to 
pass my email address on to anyone who might 
like to make contact: molonga40@bigpond.com

Ken Willes

WELCOME TO THE NINTH EDITION OF OLD
BOY 
NEWS

MALCOLM’S MONIKERS
In issue six of The Record, Christopher Brown reminisced 
about his years at the WCCS during the 1950s ending up as 
head chorister, and signed himself off as ‘Bruin’.

This unusual signature immediately struck a chord: George 
Malcolm, the Music Master, had the tendency to give each 
chorister a nickname by which he would call us at rehearsals 
and which he wrote upon the music scores distributed to us. 
I do not recall the nicknames of any of my contemporaries 
apart from three: John Hahessy (subsequently known as John 
Elwes) was dubbed ‘Minihaha’, Michael Ronayne as ‘Jinj’ (sic) 
because of his red hair, and Christopher Winders as ‘the Bull’.

George Malcom and Benjamin Britten pictured with Robert
at the Dartington Summer School in 1959

Malcolm’s propensity to give nicknames extended to other 
friends of his. For instance, the well-known guitarist was 
dubbed Julian ‘the Bream’. It would be fascinating to know 
what sobriquet he might have given to Benjamin Britten and 
to Peter Pears, or even to Lennox Berkeley whose 
sons were also choristers
at WCCS. 

Ex-choristers from 
Malcolm’s time may 
well not remember the 
name they were given 
but it would be most 
interesting to learn 
from those who do 
recall this rather 
eccentric trait.

‘Bobbit’ 
(aka Robert 
Nelson, WCCS 
1957-1961)

Times they are a-changin’!

It’s a really exciting chapter in the history of Westminster Cathedral Choir School.

Our new Pre-Prep on Francis Street is one of the most sought after in London for boys 
from the age of four, and since the introduction of weekly boarding, applications for 
chorister places in Year 4 (age 8) have grown strongly. 

As a review in the Good School Guide put it: ‘This is just about as near perfect  
as it gets.’

Come and visit!
 
Nick Morrell
Newsletter Editor

THE RECORD!

FRIDAY 22ND MAY 2020
All old boys are invited to a summer get together 
at the Windsor Castle pub from 7.00pm on  
Friday 22nd May 2020. Hope to see you there!

OLD BOY NEWS

PHILIP LAW
Please remember the family of Philip Law, who 
sadly passed away at the age of 98. Philip was 
a chorister at WCCS in 1928.

A FLYING VISIT FROM THE CLASS OF 2014!
Aidan Pilot, Federico Napoleone, Scott Nettelton, 
William Sanders and Matthew Laing



In the summer of 1959, George 
Malcolm resigned from the position 
of Master of Music at Westminster 
Cathedral in order to pursue his career 
principally as a concert harpsichordist.

Almost the final 
piece under 
his direction 
was Benjamin 
Britten’s 
Missa Brevis, 
which Britten 
had recently 
composed for 
and dedicated 
to the boys of 
Westminster 
Cathedral Choir. 

It was decided 
that for its initial 
performance, 
the boys would 
do the Missa 
Brevis from the 
organ gallery at 
the west end of 
the Cathedral. 
The choirmen 
were as usual 
in the apse. The 
organ gallery 
is very long 
and narrow, 
and for rehearsals we had to squeeze 
along it carefully and gingerly. Once, 
I inadvertently tripped on a bass foot-
pedal of the organ, which gave out a 
huge bellow. George Malcolm was 
very displeased and gave me one of 
his glassy, almost incandescent stares, 
which my contemporaries will certainly 
recall with trepidation.

The Missa Brevis was sung for the 
first time during a normal week-day 
High Mass with Malcolm playing 
the organ accompaniment. This 
performance was recorded by the 

BBC and a vinyl 
BBC record  
(45 rpm) was 
issued in which 
John Amis 
described 
the mass’s 
provenance.  
We were all  
given a copy and 
I still have mine 
stashed away.

The composition 
resulted from a 
visit by Benjamin 
Britten just before 
Christmas 1958 
when he had been 
invited by George 
Malcolm to listen 
to the choristers 
sing ‘A Ceremony 
of Carols’. Mr 
Britten (as we 
respectfully called 
him) was extremely 
impressed by 
our performance, 
so he asked Mr 

Malcolm what he could compose for 
us. The Missa Brevis was the result.

Since then, it has been performed and 
recorded hundreds of times, but it is 
nevertheless salutary to listen to the 
first version. At the time, I was a Junior 
Chorister (2nd soprano). The solos 
were sung by members of the Schola, 

Michael Ronayne (1st soprano), John 
Hahessy, later known as John Elwes, 
(2nd soprano) and Kenneth Willes 
(alto). Michael’s voice predominates 
and tends to overshadow John’s, 
whose more mellow tone can best 
be heard in the solo duet of the 
Benedictus.

This rendering of the Missa Brevis has 
been recorded for posterity, but sadly 
there is no recording of the Christmas 
1958 Ceremony of Carols or indeed 
of anything else. George Malcolm was 
very keen to make other recordings: 
Byrd, Lassus and Palestrina formed a 
large part of our repertoire. So, only 
two recordings by the choir under his 
aegis exist: Britten’s Missa Brevis and 
Victoria’s Tenebrae Responses, about 
which I wrote in a previous issue of 
The Record (q.v. issue six).

This is a great contrast from today when 
there exist many beautiful recordings 
of mainly Renaissance polyphony 
sung by the Cathedral Choir under the 
baton of several of George Malcolm’s 
successors such as David Hill, James 
O’Donnell and Martin Baker. 

Nevertheless, we should be grateful 
for the BBC’s contemporaneous 
recording of the Missa Brevis. It 
accurately reproduces the distinctive 
timbre of the boys of Westminster 
Cathedral Choir at that time, which 
was achieved by George Malcolm’s 
unique method of voice-training and 
which has been sustained ever since 
his departure.

Robert Nelson (WCCS 1957-1961, 
Head Chorister 1960-1961)

A Boy was Born 

Benjamin Britten at Dartington Hall Summer School of Music, August 1959

In April 1959, sixty years ago, George 
Malcolm wrote to my father for his 
permission to allow me to join three 
other Cathedral choristers at the 
Summer School of Music at Dartington 
Hall in August during the summer 
holidays. They were senior members of 
the Schola: John Hahessy (later known 
as John Elwes), Michael Ronayne and 
Christopher Winders whereas I was 
a mere Junior Chorister. Apparently, 
Malcolm had chosen me as a promising 
example of the younger generation of 
choristers. In his letter to my father, 
Malcolm had written: “Robert has made 
great progress since the New Year: 
hence this invitation”. 

The Summer School brochure relates 
that “… (it) combines festival, school 
and holiday, and is intended for every 
kind of music-lover, from the ordinary 
listener to the advanced student”.  
The cost was £12/10/- for a week’s 
stay all inclusive, perhaps £600 
today. I clearly remember the holiday 
atmosphere at Dartington and that it 
was a really hot summer. 

The main attraction was that Benjamin 
Britten, Peter Pears, Julian Bream, and 
Colin Davis would all be attending 
the Summer School. Imogen Holst, a 
great friend of Britten, may have been 
present too. There were several other 
musical luminaries present but I was 
unaware of them at the time.

The Summer School had earlier 
approached George Malcolm to supply 
“four boy sopranos”. It transpired that 
we had been invited principally to 
sing in Britten’s A Boy was Born with 
the adult participants of the Summer 
School, the composer himself taking 
the rehearsals. The brochure goes on 
to say: “… as (A Boy was Born) is a 
work of considerable difficulty, it will be 
sung by a smaller, auditioned group …”. 
We four choristers had never previously 
sung this piece of music but were able 
to pick up and learn the score very 
quickly. At least one performance was 
staged at the Summer School before a 
no doubt critical audience. 

We also sang A Boy was Born some 
days later in Totnes Parish Church on 
7th August. It was an unforgettable 
occasion: I remember a packed 
audience, my parents proudly sitting 
in the pews and the four of us kitted 
out in our cardinal red blazers with 
the Laudate Pueri Dominum emblem 
on the pocket, standing in front of 
the adult chorus closely following the 
conductor’s beat. 

Dartington and Totnes were not the only 
times that we would sing this piece of 
music. Early in 1960, we did it in the 
BBC Maida Vale studios at an ‘Invitation 
Concert’ on 28th January, which was 
broadcast live on the Third Programme 
(forerunner of Radio 3). During that 

concert, Malcolm also played J.S. Bach’s 
Three Part Inventions and a Partita on 
the harpsichord. It was there that I heard 
for the first time the counter-tenor, Alfred 
Deller, who did so much to resurrect that 
voice post-war and to have it generally 
accepted in the concert hall.

What struck me most at Dartington 
that summer were not so much the 
wonderful music and the well-known 
musicians, though that was an 
exceptional experience, but the fact 
that Benjamin Britten owned an open 
Jensen, a splendid vehicle which of 
course grabbed our attention. Among 
its unusual features, the body was 
made of fibreglass, almost unheard 
of as a car-building material. Britten 
frequently gave us rides and drove us 
in it for tea in Brixham. I have since 
discovered, thanks to the internet, 
that it was a 1957 ‘Jensen Interceptor 
Cabriolet’, a very rare model, 
registration TXU 989. It is gratifying 
to learn that after a great deal of 
restoration, the car has survived and 
now remains in private hands.

Such are the irreverent memories of 
eleven- and twelve-year olds. Despite 
my being in the company of the 
leading British composer of the day 
and several other very distinguished 
musicians, it was a motor car that 
made its greatest impression upon me 
that particularly hot summer.

Missa Brevis 
Benjamin Britten: 1959 - 2019

I am exceedingly grateful to Robert for his enormous 
contribution to this edition of The Record.

We were very pleased when Robert and his wife came to visit 
WCCS in the summer and shared with us memories of his 
time as a chorister at the school.

Three generations:
Robert Nelson (baby boomer)
Nicholas Morrell (millennial)
Charlie Finch (post-millenial)



Let’s begin with a couple of oddities. 
Firstly, I wasn’t a chorister when I joined 
in 1973; secondly the choir school at 
Ambrosden Avenue was undergoing 
refurbishment. So WCCS  temporarily 
relocated to Foxholes, a former maternity 
hospital at Hitchin, Hertfordshire, with 
sprawling rural surroundings. In particular, 
I remember the huge long drive and the 
anticipation of waiting for my parents 
to arrive for ‘First Wednesday’ as I kept 
watch from an elevated window.

On Sundays, a rickety old coach 
would transfer pupils to the cathedral 
near Victoria for Latin mass. The thick 
stench of diesel fumes compounded 
by a routinely issued Mars bar often 
meant the journey terminated in 
nauseous circumstances. 

At the time, I was one of two altar 
boys in the school. Tim Noble, who 
by coincidence lived in Hitchin was 
the other ‘non-singer’. Quite often, 
the main preoccupation was the art 
of keeping our candlesticks vertical 
to avoid dripping wax landing on our 
cassocks, with inevitable ramifications. 

School life was competitive and 
active but also very strict. A leather 
strap was the primary punishment, 
a reminder and deterrent, even for 
trivial misdemeanours. I think the 
head boy was called Van der Grinten, 
having succeeded Adrian Cassar. 
The captain of games was Paul 
O’Neil and keeping a watchful eye 
on the organisation, our headmaster 
was Father Vincent Commerford. 
Several nuns on the teaching staff 
included Sister Immaculata and 
Sister Colomba. However, the 
teacher I found most endearing was 
Mr Manighetti, a font of historical 
knowledge and a constant source 
of encouragement. Mrs Burton was 
another stand-out performer.

We returned to London in 1974 and 
I became embroiled in a healthy 
academic dual with a lad called 
Vasco Menezes. We tended to share 
end of term prizes, regularly locking 
horns in our battles to finish top of the 
‘Geography’ and ‘Extra Work’ leagues. 
Our first published articles in the 
school magazine ‘Vox’ appeared at the 
same time; mine a report on a scoring 
debut in a 2-2 draw at Westminster 
Abbey, and Vasco’s a poem about a 
spider’s web.

Sport was an integral part of the 
school curriculum with annual football 
and cricket fixtures against the likes 
of our nemesis Vanbrugh Castle in 
Greenwich, St Paul’s and St Phillips. 
Play time involved several boys taking 
turns to kick a ball against a brick 
wall (like squash) to improve skills 
with both feet. In summer we played 
cricket on the concrete playground 
with spring-loaded stumps for wickets. 
Surprisingly, hop-scotch was also a 
very popular playground game. There 
were also weekly visits to Battersea 
and Hyde Parks.

If memory serves me correctly, meal 
times began and ended with the 
ringing of a bell, book-ending excited 
chatter amongst pupils. Senior boys 
would not only sit at the top of the 
table, but also commanded the 
most colourful fruit stickers for their 
octagonal serviette rings, one of many 
strange rituals. The boys at the bottom 
carried out what was called ‘the day’, 
returning plates to the servery.

Looking back I hold very fond 
memories of my three years at the 
school. Every day, the sound of piano 
or violin music lessons filled the 
corridors and classrooms.

I left WCCS in 1974 before joining 
Cardinal Griffin RC comprehensive 
school in Cannock, Staffs. 
Coincidentally, I found out that the 
headmaster Mr Bateson had also 
attended the choir school.  In 1981,  
I joined the Royal Navy as an Artificer 
Apprentice at HMS Fisgard in 
Torpoint, Cornwall. During my career 
at sea, I served on HMS Brilliant 
during the first Gulf War in 1990/1991.

Later, after a short spell as a system 
safety engineer at GKN Westland 
Helicopters in Yeovil, Somerset, 
I joined the BBC as a broadcast 
journalist in 2002 and currently work in 
news & sport. In 2012 I commentated 
for Match of the Day.

I’m now 55 and living in Weymouth, 
Dorset with my wife Fiona enjoying the 
pleasantries of the Jurassic Coast. My 
twin daughters Laura and Charlotte 
live and work in Oxford and Jersey 
respectively.

NEWS FROM  
LAURENCE HERDMAN

The choristers of 1973 – ‘74

Laurence’s first report First in the class for Christian doctrine but not for scripture – 
where Laurence tells me that he had verbatim written  
out one of the parables, but selected the wrong one.  

Still – not bad for a boy of eight!



My year at WCCS, 1985-86, was immensely enjoyable for me. I don’t think 
I was so much a teacher as someone coming to learn. Those boys were 
surrounded by extraordinary teachers: Madame Matthews was French so 
they had a head start there; Adrian Kilroy was a superb teacher of Latin and 
ancient civilization, Katharine Jeffries from the US taught them Maths with 
excellent results. Barry Gray was an inspired teacher of science, Maureen 
O’Reilly gave the younger boys an excellent start in their choir school lives. 
Then there was David Brown, a fund of knowledge, who kept reminding boys 
who complained about this or that that they were rebels without a cause - a 
lesson for life. Of course, all of us were blessed to have the guiding genius 
of Peter Hannigan ably supported by Pamela, his wife, a second mother to 
all the boys. The choirboys had an older sister in Kate McIntosh, an unsung 
heroine in charge of their dorm and their clothes. I had the pleasure of 
rubbing shoulders with David Hill and James O’Donnell, never imagining 
the latter would go on to the Abbey. I loved meeting all the professional 
instrumental music teachers over coffee at morning break, one, a flute 
teacher, almost dropping his cup in wonder at the bowling action of one of 
the boys, whom he espied through the window to the playground. And that 
was the genius of Hannigan – he sent the boys off for cricket coaching at 
Lord’s under the supervision of Don Wilson of Yorkshire and England. So the 
choristers all had double strings to their bows; they could do music but also 
bat and bowl. I loved Peter’s refrain oft repeated “Wonderful! Wonderful!” 
And it was. 

So I was on a learning curve with all that experience around me and I picked 
up a whole lot from the boys: Jerome Vaughan taught me how to use short 
cuts to get across London, William Brandt once dressed me down for my 

choice of clothes when going out on the town; 
I thought I could play the piano until I met 
James Martin, I wanted to punish two boys for 
dithering on their way back from the sports 
fields but Robert Ogden persuaded me not to, 
disarmingly compassionate. Nicholas Prideaux 
showed us all how to act on stage. Gregory 

Finch, Aidan Oliver and Mark Holmes put me in my place intellectually; they 
were streaks ahead! Charles Cole kept me on point in the classroom and Tom 
and Angus Tugendhat delighted me with their senses of humor.

One chorister embarrassed himself one day by accidentally calling me 
“Daddy”. However, it was another boy who gave me a clue as to what I 
needed to do when he said to me before Choir supper “Sir, please sit next to 
me. I need to be cheered up!” I think that sums up what I tried to do. Those 
boys had an incredible timetable but the rewards outweighed the stresses 
and strains if they could just be helped through it. 
 
John Marshall
Emeritus Professor
California State University Fullerton   

My year at WCCS

“ So the choristers all had double strings 
to their bows; they could do music but 
also bat and bowl.”

Then & Now

The vestry; now a 
form room for Year 5

The boys’ entrance; a smart (and very 
friendly!) reception for visitors

The senior dormitory; now a spacious  
and cosy room for our junior boarders

HAIR RAISING! 
Boys at WCCS in the 1990s had lots of time to experiment with the Van de Graaff generator.

A Van de Graaff generator is an electrostatic generator which uses a moving belt to accumulate  
electric charge on a hollow metal globe at the top of an insulated column, creating very high electric potentials.  

It was invented by American physicist Robert J. Van de Graaff in 1929.

First XI, pictured at Vincent Square in 1993 Ice skating at Queensway – a popular games fixture 
whatever the weather!



Westminster Cathedral Choir School 
(WCCS) is one of London’s top 
academic prep schools for boys,  
and home to the world’s leading 
Catholic choir.

Up to six choristers join us in Year 4 
(age 8), every September.

Choristers board during an action-
packed School week, then head 
home to their families from Friday 
afternoon until Sunday morning.

Why be a chorister  
at WCCS?
•  An outstanding academic and musical education for 

boys age 8 to 13

•  World-class vocal and instrumental training

•  Singing in a national Cathedral

•  Extraordinary value for money: fees are less than half 
those of comparable prep schools, with further means-
tested support available

•  A route to a top senior school at 13+, usually with 
substantial financial assistance

•  School and singing in the week; home at  
the weekend

•   (And the most delicious home-cooked food in London) 

So how does it work?
We’re looking for boys who love to sing! Applying is a simple process and there’s no commitment until 
you’ve accepted an offer.

Stage 1 – informal voice trial
No need to prepare. Boys do some simple ear tests and scales, and read a paragraph of text.  

Stage 2 – formal voice trial
Boys simply prepare a hymn or song to sing and, if they play an instrument, bring a prepared piece. 
Boys also do some age-appropriate assessments in English and maths. (You can find sample papers 
on our website.)

Stage 3 – sleepover
Boys join the choristers for a couple of evenings to see how they find boarding.

Know a boy who loves to sing?
Opportunities for choristers at Westminster Cathedral Choir School



Ambrosden Avenue  London  SW1P 1QH

www.choirschool.com

Keep in touch
www.choirschool.com


