DMVC HISTORY 2012 – 2019
Season 2012 – 2013 Chairman: Frank Lee, Hon. Secretary: Raymond Gregg, Hon.
Treasurer: Terry Craig
In the spring of 2012, the Committee decided to
recommend the creation of a new role, that of President, and to put
forward the name of Lady Sylvia Hermon MP. This was approved at
the AGM in June and Lady Hermon agreed to accept. As
Independent Westminster MP for North Down, Lady Hermon is
beholden to no political party and represents the constituency in
which the Choir is situated. It was felt that she would enhance the
profile of the Choir and she immediately took on the role with
enthusiasm, always attending as many of our concerts as she possibly
could.
Lady Hermon wears the President’s Badge of Office.(Photo: Ian Houston)

At the beginning of the season in September 2012, the Choir had a membership of 78, of
whom around 70 could be described as active members.

DMVC at Monday night practice in the Choir Hall, early 2013 (Photo: Ian Houston)
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The season had a large number of engagements. One of the more unusual was a request to sing at
an Ulster Rugby match at Ravenhill before the start of a fixture against Connacht. Another was a
concert held in Parliament Buildings, Stormont, during an Open Day there. This year being the
80th Anniversary of the founding of the Choir, a celebratory dinner was held on 12th October in
Clandeboye Lodge, which was well-attended. As a result of a bizarre sequence of events
commencing during the Choir’s visit to Krakow in the spring, we were invited to sing at a
wedding in December at St. Comgall’s Church in Bangor. At its conclusion, the happy couple
positively danced down the aisle to the strains of DMVC singing one of our keynote gospel
numbers, “Amen”.
Following on the appearance at Ravenhill, the choir were asked by John Anderson to
record the chorus of a song he had written for Ulster Rugby. “Stand Up for the Ulstermen”
subsequently became a hit, achieving top download numbers in Northern Ireland. We also
received a request by the Irish Tourist Board to record “Danny Boy” for use in their “The
Gathering” initiative. This was accompanied by a video of the choir performing the number on
Donaghadee Pier (for acoustic reasons, the sound was recorded separately).
We were invited to perform at the Speaker’s St. Patrick’s event at Parliament Buildings,
Stormont on 15th March. Our Annual Concert took place over two days at the Queen’s Hall,
Newtownards. This was an experiment to see how this format would work, offering a larger
variety of supporting acts and giving attendees more choice in musical genres. Our biggest
concert this year was in the Ulster Hall, with the Greeley Choir from Colorado.

With the Greeley Choir in the Ulster Hall

Our visit to the Navan Festival was rewarded with a first place in the Male Voice section.
The final event of the season was a second visit by the Choir to the Krakow Festival,
which took place in June and was enjoyed by everyone. As well as performing well in the Festival
itself, we sang in some lovely cathedrals and large churches. Krakow was never bombed during
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the second World War and the ancient city and its churches all survived unscathed. We visited
the well-known salt mines at Wieliczka, an amazing warren of tunnels and vaults, with an
underground church carved out of salt. After the Festival, the choir went up for a couple of days
to Zakopane in the Tatra Mountains for some R&R.

One of Krakow’s wonderful cathedral churches. The acoustics are marvellous.
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Season 2013 – 2014 Chairman: Jim Hamilton, Hon. Secretary: Raymond Gregg, Hon.
Treasurer: Terry Craig
Our first major engagement this year was at a Service at the American Forces Garden of
Remembrance, Castlereagh. This was a
moving occasion, made more memorable
by a low-level flypast by a B17 Flying
Fortress aircraft, the principal bomber used
in WW2 by the US Eighth Air Force in
their campaign over Germany.

B17 very low over Castlereagh. Photo: Ian
Houston
This season was less busy than the previous one, which had indeed been hectic. However,

there were two “away” competition engagements: once again, we attended the Navan Festival
and came away with a first and a second prize. Then in May 2014, we went on tour to Yorkshire
at the invitation of Barnburgh Ladies’ Choir. We sang in several concerts and took part in the
Eskdale Festival in Whitby, where we won the male voice section. Because the next foreign tour
took place in the autumn of 2014, this meant that, technically, we did not go abroad this year.
The choir sang on the grand staircase of the new Titanic building, prior to the official
opening of the facility. Another first was a “flash mob” which we carried out in Bloomfield
Shopping Centre. Gratifyingly, this took shoppers completely by surprise.

On the Grand Staircase in the Titanic Centre. Note the lightweight alternative uniform.

At the end of the season there was a review of tasks and responsibilities, after which a property
sub-committee was set up. They decided to install gas central heating in the choir hall.
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SEASON 2014 – 2015 Chairman: Andy Day, Hon. Secretary: Raymond Gregg, Hon.
Treasurer: Terry Craig
August 2014 marked the one hundredth
anniversary of the outbreak of the Great
War and in September the choir marked
the occasion with a memorial concert in
the Queen’s Hall, Newtownards, with
Festival Brass and other supporting acts.
The old WW1 favourites were performed
in a fitting tribute to the many Ulstermen
who gave their lives in that conflict.

A busy autumn for the choir included a tour of Catalonia, with the choir staying in a
hotel on the coast north of Barcelona and taking part in concerts in Barcelona and surrounding
towns. This was a very social visit, with good contacts made with other choirs in the region.

Outside the Sagra Familia in Barcelona
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Before going to Barcelona, our first big engagement of the season was a concert in the Ulster Hall
with Phil Coulter. Despite the tickets costing £25, a considerable increase on their usual price,
the hall was nearly full. A diverse range of numbers included “Ireland’s Call”, written by and
performed with Phil Coulter, and Festival Brass, which fairly raised the roof. Our concert with
Phil came about owing to the long association which he has with our accompanist, Ivan Black.
The musical world is a small one and brings people together, even from very different genres.

Phil Coulter on the stage of the Ulster Hall, with members of the choir
The average age of the choir was steadily increasing. This year we had three

nonegenarians, one of whom came on all our tours. Unfortunately, the numbers were also
decreasing. Strong efforts were made to build up our membership and attract younger members.
This was only partially successful. Despite this, the choir had a good year, a second trip to Navan
Festival producing another trophy.
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Musical Director Robert Wilson at Navan Festival

A talented member produced a series of flyers designed to attract new recruits. The one
on the right above is aimed at the wives of potential members!
The first half of 2015 saw a very busy schedule of engagements. There was a concert at
the Theatre at the Mill, Newtownabbey, then a two-day engagement for the Rotary Club of
Great Britain’s national meeting which had us giving a concert in the Waterfront Hall, followed
by a Sunday morning service at the same venue. Then we had a concert in the Crumlin Road
Gaol followed the next day by a concert in the Ulster Hall with our friends, the ladies of
Barnburgh Village Singers. This Yorkshire village choir now has a long-lasting relationship with
DMVC, the choir having toured there on three occasions and the Barnburgh Singers making
regular visits to Northern Ireland.

In the Ulster Hall with the Barnburgh Ladies. This was Robert Wilson’s last concert.
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In May 2015 the choir suffered a devastating blow. For three or four weeks, our Musical
Director had not been particularly well. Tragically, this turned out to be much more serious than
anyone had thought and Robert Wilson MBE died on 18th May at the age of 76. Robert had
taken on the role of musical director in 1968 while still in his twenties and had taken the choir
from a fairly low ebb at that time to a world-class standard. He had masterminded the musical,
performance and competition development of DMVC, expanded the membership and repertoire
and led us on numerous foreign and domestic tours. For nearly fifty years, Robert had imbued
the choir with his vision and his loss left us with an enormous gap to fill.
After some agonising, the choir decided to fulfil a commitment for a concert in the
Ardhowen Theatre, Enniskillen, just two days after Robert’s funeral. Everyone agreed that he
would have wished this to go ahead. Because Robert had been relatively young, arrangements for
a successor had not yet been put in place. The Committee immediately started to seek a
replacement but in the interim, Norwood Steele, one of the Second Basses, took up the baton on
an interim basis, starting with the Enniskillen concert. On this sad note, the 2014 – 2015
DMVC season ended. At the AGM, the members voted unanimously to name the choir hall the
Robert Wilson Memorial Hall.

Robert Wilson at the 2013 AGM with one of the many trophies won by the choir under his tutelage.
Outgoing Chairman Frank Lee is on the left and incoming Chairman Jim Hamilton on the right.
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Season 2015 – 2016 Chairman: Mark Mawhinney, Hon. Secretary: Michael Pritchard,
Hon. Treasurer: Richard Montgomery
The beginning of the 2015-2016 season found the choir facing a crisis. We had been
advertising for a new musical director over the summer but without attracting a suitable
candidate. With our interim conductor, Norwood Steele initially in charge, the choir proceeded
with a full list of autumn engagements. The first of these was a concert in the Ulster Hall, with
Julia Clarke and Festival Brass. We then embarked on a tour of Catalonia, including the Catalanspeaking part of southeast France, starting with Perpignan, where we formed a strong link with a
local choir, Chorale La Mi Bernol. We moved south into Spain, where we performed in several
venues, including Barcelona and surrounding towns.

In the Ulster Hall with Julia Clarke and Festival Brass

On Tour in Catalonia, with friends
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Advertising and personal contacts through the
summer months had not brought forward a suitable
candidate for Musical Director to replace Robert.
Fortunately, our talented accompanist, Ivan Black, agreed,
after considerable reflection, to take over. Ivan had been
our accompanist for quite a number of years and had a
strong musical background. His career had been as a music
teacher in a major school and he is also an accomplished
jazz musician on several instruments. He composes and
arranges music for the choir and has introduced new genres
of choral music to our repertoire, including jazz standards
and even his own arrangement of Freddie Mercury’s
Bohemian Rhapsody.
Ivan Black

On returning from the Perpignan/Barcelona tour, we resumed our autumn and winter
programme with an open air concert in Newtownards Square to mark the opening of the
Christmas lights, then our annual Carol Service
in 1st Donaghadee Presbyterian Church under
the auspices of Rotary, to raise funds for the
Shelter Box charity. Concerts in Glenmachan
Church of God and Bangor Grammar School in
January and February 2016 were followed by
the renaming of our choir hall, as the Robert
Wilson Hall in honour of our late Musical
Director. The opening ceremony was performed
by our President, Lady Sylvia Hermon MP, in
the presence of Maureen Wilson, Robert’s
widow, and choir chairman Mark Mawhinney.
Official opening of the Robert Wilson Hall

Ivan Black’s appointment as Musical Director
meant that we now had to seek a new accompanist. We
were fortunate to find and recruit a young and highly
talented musician, Andrew Thompson.
A full programme of concerts filled the spring and
Andrew Thompson
early summer of 2016, with performances in Bangor
Grammar School, Campbell College, Lisburn Island Centre and other venues.
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Season 2016 – 2017 Chairman: Terry Craig, Hon. Secretary: Michael Pritchard, Hon.
Treasurer: Richard Montgomery
After a season-opening concert in Bangor Academy on 22nd September, our first big engagement
was a gala concert in the Ulster Hall on October 1st in memory of Robert Wilson.
Our foreign tour this year was to the Chatel Guyon festival in central France. This is a
perhaps less visited part of the country by British tourists, this region has a lot of interesting
features. Chatel Guyon itself is a lovely small town built around an ancient spa. Concerts were
arranged there and in adjacent villages and a very high standard of hospitality was extended to
the choir by our hosts. The visit was marred by a couple of falls by members requiring
hospitalisation.

Outside the concert hall in Chatel Guyon

One of the highlights of late 2016 was a concert in Stormont Buildings for the Assisi
Animal Sanctuary. Other concerts and services were held in Royal Belfast Golf Club, the
Queen’s Hall in Newtownards and in Comber and Donaghadee churches.
The second half of the 2016-2017 season saw us giving concerts in the Elim Church,
Bangor, with the band of the Royal Irish Regiment and Bangor Ladies’ Choir, then an away
fixture in Armagh, followed by a fund-raising concert with a group of talented children from
Khulula, Swaziland in 1st Bangor Presbyterian Church. After this, the choir went on a tour of
South Yorkshire organised by our friends in the Bamburgh Ladies Choir. The season ended in
June with visits to Ireland of the Chatel Guyon Choir and La Mi Bernol, from Perpignan.
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With Khulula Childrens' Choir and Ballyholme Primary School Choir, April 2017

Season 2017 – 2018 Chairman: Gareth James, Hon. Secretary: Michael Pritchard, Hon.
Treasurer: Terry Craig
When the choir reconvened at the end of August 2017 for the new season, it was to learn
of the serious illness of our young accompanist, Andrew Thompson. This left him unable to
continue and we had to find a replacement quickly, before embarking on our autumn tour to
Warsaw. Fortunately, we were able to obtain the services of Stephen Hamill in the interim.
Stephen had accompanied us on our Yorkshire tour in May, when Andrew was unavailable, and,
as a well-known concert organist, his skills in that department were much appreciated in church
venues.
After Robert Wilson died in 2015 after 47 years as Musical Director, it left everyone in a
state of shock and unpreparedness. For the following two years, the choir concentrated on
keeping things going and settling in under the new MD. However, it was now felt that members
should be given a voice in how the choir should develop for the future. To this end, the
Committee circulated a questionnaire to members in early 2017 asking for their response to a
number of questions. To avoid unwieldiness, the questionnaire consisted of a series of 17
statements with members asked to mark them on a 5-point scale ranging from “Strongly Agree”
to “Strongly Disagree”. They were also given the opportunity to add comments and views at the
end on any other aspect not included in the questions.
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There was a 75% return of surveys and, to the relief of all concerned, they indicated an overall
satisfaction with the current management, processes and communication and with most musical
aspects of the choir. However, there was something of a split among members regarding the
choice of music: while most welcomed the introduction of new musical genres into the
repertoire, there was a vociferous minority who felt that we should concentrate more on
“traditional” male voice pieces. There was a strong wish for a permanent accompanist, to attend
most rehearsals, and a firm rejection of a suggestion that we hold music at concerts to
compensate for failing powers of memory. There was also a desire to return to competitions,
which we had dropped out of in recent years.
Our first engagement was at the Culloden Hotel on 12th October, for an awards dinner
ceremony for the construction industry, where we sang the proud recipient of each prize up to
the podium and back again to their place at the table.
This followed a couple of similar previous appearances by
the Choir and it seems to be felt appropriate for this kind
of thing. Shortly afterwards, we embarked on a tour to
Warsaw, our third Polish trip in recent years. As well as
several public concerts, we had time for plenty of
sightseeing, including Chopin’s birthplace, where Ivan
regaled us with an impromptu performance on a grand
piano in the restaurant.

Autumn colours in a Warsaw park
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The rest of the season was fairly relaxed in terms of local engagements. We had another awards
dinner in March, this time for the Chartered Institute of Highways and Transportation in the
Titanic Building. Our Annual Concert was held in Bangor Aurora, possibly the first time we had
sung in a swimming pool, to a full house. We then had a second foreign tour in the same season,
to Croatia in April. This was to switch from autumn to spring, for all sorts of reasons, including
longer daylight, probability of better weather and availability of suitable festivals. This one was
based in Opatija on the north east shore of the Istrian Peninsula. As well as being a most
agreeable seaside resort with many fine buildings dating from the heyday of the AustroHungarian Empire, Opatija is
well situated as a base to explore
the Istrian area. The choir took
full advantage of this, visiting
Puja,
Rovinj
and
the
magnificent
Postojna
cave
complex across the border in
Slovenia, where we sang in an
enormous natural cavern, with
stalagtites and stalagmites, and
amazing acoustics.
Season 2018 – 2019. Chairman: Richard Montgomery; Hon. Secretary: Michael Pritchard;
Hon Treasurer: Terry Craig
As well a normal programme of concerts and church services, this season saw the
inception of a number of new choir activities. While the social side of the choir had always been
important, it had not hitherto been particularly organised. We had had occasional sparsely
attended choir lunches and the more congenial members had gathered for dinners from time to
time, our incoming chairman decided to instigate a series of “Chairman’s Outings” designed to
attract members who might not want just to get together for meals. Among the outings he
organised were a tour of Stormont Buildings, a tour of Dail Eireann (by train, many of the
members benefiting from free travel), to the Kingspan Stadium, where we had sung during
Ulster Rugby matches on two memorable occasions and by train to Portrush, where we visited
the local lifeboat station and presented a cheque to the RNLI, raised by the generosity of
choristers.
Another new activity was a monthly singalong at local old folks’ homes, where choir
members assembled for an hour or so to sing community songs to try to bring a little joy into the
hearts of aged residents. Given the age profile of many of our members, we had to be a little
careful that nobody got left behind at the end of the evening. However, these evenings were
judged to be well worth doing and will continue into the future, as will the Chairman’s Outings.
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Our concert programme included a visit by invitation to Coleraine to perform in St.
Patrick’s Church with the excellent local music group Counterpoint.
Once again, we held our Annual Concert in the Aurora complex in Bangor in March
2019. We had been considering nurturing talent within the choir to pad out our choral offerings
and make us more self sufficient, so that, if necessary, we could put on a concert from within our
own resources without always needing to attract expensive outside acts. The Annual Concert
gave us an opportunity to put this into practice, with individual pieces being performed by
Andrew McBride and Gareth James. Ivan Black also demonstrated his versatility by playing the
clarinet along with our guest star
We took part in Bangor International Choral Festival on 6th April. This was our first competition
for some time and we felt that we did not disgrace ourselves, although we did not leave with any
silver. Many members felt that the extra effort and concentration required for a competitive
event does generally sharpen up the choir and contributes to maintaining a high standard of
performance.
Our spring tour this year was to Budapest. This city on the Danube has a rich history
and a rich selection of things to do. Because the city has one of the best public transport
networks in Europe, we decided to dispense with our usual tour coach and travel everywhere by
metro, tram and bus. While one or two teething problems were encountered, including the arrest
of a member of the advance party for travelling inadvertently with an uncancelled ticket, this
method of getting about worked very well and saved a substantial amount of money.

Below: at the 2019 Annual Concert in Aurora, Bangor

Andrew McBride

Ivan Black and Crawford Bell
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Gareth James

