Forty Years On
Remember Friday evenings in the pub? With the week’s work over, the whole weekend ahead,
relaxing with a few draught beers? Well, one night in 1982, a young musician and teacher at the
Royal Academy of Music, was doing just that, in the French Horn in Gerrards Cross, along with his
girlfriend Mary, and with Richard Steele (an old friend who was now Head of Music at Queenswood
School, Potters Bar) and Richard’s friend Martin Berry, the new Head of Maths at RGS. Anyway, a
couple of pints in, Iain Ledingham - for indeed it was he! – was enthusing about his recently formed
South Bucks Choral Society. Eighty or so singers already, and with some very successful concerts
behind them.
So why stop there? Why not start a music festival? St Mary’s Amersham was a beautiful venue, the
choir could sing in the choral works, and perhaps the Chamber Orchestra, an excellent London-based
orchestra, would be pleased to play. No point in waiting! So they left the pub that night (Iain really
not having far to go, as he lived in St James’s curate’s house, which was practically next door) with a
festival name, a plan, an artistic director, a chairman, a treasurer and an administrator!
Sponsorship was the first essential. Classical music always needs
this support. Undaunted, our music director and chairman
donned their suits (their best suits – or their only suits?) and set
off to woo Amersham businesses. It wasn’t to the taste of
Bowyers Pork Sausages, but for Halstan, the music publisher,
the idea hit just the right note. Halstan became the first major
sponsor, along with Brian and Christine Wilmot. From the start,
the festival was a substantial undertaking. The first one, in
1983, included the choir in Handel’s Saul, a baroque orchestral
concert with the Thames Chamber Orchestra and a harpsichord
recital at Chenies by the distinguished harpsichordist Virginia
Black. And in the second year, there were eight concerts in eight
days! The ticket prices tell their own story: a concert from £1, a
season ticket with two supper concerts, £19.50!
South Bucks Choral Society was the springboard which made it possible, providing committee
members, leafleters, ticket sellers, furniture movers, ushers, caterers, bar staff, transport,
accommodation for musicians, and a general willingness to turn a hand to whatever was needed.
Things were not always as serene as they appeared from the front. During one St Mary’s concert, an
usher remembers that a water pipe burst at the other end of the church, so helpers were frantically
trying to control a flood, while the band played on. It sounds like Titanic! Chenies brought its special
challenges. If it seems a tricky event for the helpers now, how about driving round to collect
crockery and so on for 100 guests, heaving it in and out of the car, cooking all the food, working in a
tiny kitchenette where the whitewash came off the walls, moving all the furniture between dinner
and concert, and then washing everything up in cold water? The helpers certainly used to enjoy the
after-parties in the Long Room, with Lieutenant Colonel and Mrs MacLeod Matthews hosting a
blazing fire and conversation long into the night.
The Festival went from strength to strength, the quality of the music attracting very generous
sponsorship, donations and legacies from both businesses and individuals. For Iain, the opera

performances and the formation of his own Festival Orchestra are particularly dear to his heart, and
we will perhaps learn more about these in future newsletters. His other highlights were too
numerous to list here, but two in particular were the 1991 concert performance of The Magic Flute,
with Wendy Hiller as narrator, and the 2000 Millennium orchestral concert in Eton School Hall, with
Elgar’s serenade for strings, Iain himself playing Finzi’s Eclogue, Vaughan Williams’ Serenade for
strings with sixteen Royal Academy soloists, and Elgar’s violin concerto with Leland Chen, a Menuhin
pupil who also recorded the work with Menuhin conducting. Menuhin himself had famously
recorded the concerto as a very young man with Elgar conducting.
There have been some choice non-musical moments too. A concert of lighter works has been a part
of the Festival since its early days, and indeed is a common feature of the many festivals which have
sprung up more recently. But how many can say that their Instant Sunshine singers, a musical
comedy group, had, on their appearance with us, double-booked themselves, for an Amersham
concert and a cabaret appearance in Leicester on the same night – and solved this clash by ... hiring
a helicopter, which took off from a nearby field.
Iain also remembers joining in a little too enthusiastically with a wine tasting in Coleshill village hall.
Loading the harpsichord back into their car at the end, he and the then Chairman dropped it. A true
musician to his core, when recounting this Iain supplied full details of which harpsichord it was and
why this particular one survived the accident without damage!
The Friends of the Festival – yes, you good folks to whom this is addressed - developed naturally in
due course. At the first AGM, downstairs in St Mary’s Church Rooms, only three Friends turned up –
and, of course, a merry meeting ensued – in the King’s Arms across the road. The Friends are the
backbone of the Festival. They buy the most concert tickets, they are loyal advocates, generous
donors, and their ongoing financial support is a cushion which allows us to engage the best
musicians, and employ an outstanding professional orchestra. In this last year in particular,
donations have also enabled us to offer financial support to those of our musicians suffering severe
financial hardship. Freelance work has been very rare during this period and they have been most
grateful. From its inception to this day, the Festival has been a big part of Iain’s life. He says it has
allowed him to give early performance opportunities to Royal Academy students, some of whom
have gone on to illustrious careers. Lesley Garrett for instance – you heard her here first! And, with
typical modesty, he says it has helped him greatly to become a better conductor - that you can try to
learn conducting by studying it, but really, you can only learn by doing it.
And that is really the heart of the Festival – the standard of music. The early members we were able
to contact talked about lifelong friendships, new directions, and other benefits from their
involvement over the last forty years. But what came across loud and clear was the music. “London
standard concerts performed here in South Bucks,” a founder member said, “It brought so much
pleasure to so many,” and, “We felt touched and privileged to have events like these.” And this is
still the case. At a recent concert, an audience member said, “One of the lovely things about living in
Old Amersham is this sublime music, right on our doorsteps.” From Xeroxed leaflets to full-colour
edge-to-edge printing, from post and cheques to online booking, much has changed. Indeed, at the
moment we can’t even hold live events. But the original purpose is still the purpose. As the Home
Page of the website says, “Our aim in starting the Festival was to promote music-making of the

highest professional quality in the local area, using some of the very attractive venues available to
us.” It still is.
With thanks to those who contributed to this article: Iain Ledingham, of course, and also Liz Basden,
Sheilagh Basnett, Mary Finey, Judy Gill and Tertia Goodricke.
Do you have any memories of the early days of the Festival? If you send them to
chairman@amershamfestival.org we will try to print a selection in the future. We won’t use your
names unless you give us permission. You can find a list of past concert items on the Festival website,
in the History tab of About Us

