Ashtead Choral Society Celebrates 75 Years

ACS celebrated its 75" anniversary on 16 June 2025 exactly where we started — Ashtead
Peace Memorial Hall - singing exactly the first piece performed in 1950 -
Coleridge-Taylor’s Hiawatha’s Wedding Feast.
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from ACS inaugural concert, 15 April 1950

Since we were founded, we have given 291 concerts, ranging from Handel’s Messiah,
which we have performed 22 times, to Will Todd’s jazz inspired Mass in Blue. We have
performed in many local concert venues, but also in the Royal Festival Hall and the
Barbican, as well as in France, Germany, Belgium, Austria, Italy and Czech Republic. To
celebrate this long, varied and glorious history, we were pleased to welcome friends,
supporters and volunteers who have contributed to our success over the years.

75 Anniversary



Dr Andrew Storey, our current music director and our fifth conductor since 1950, lead
the music before the anniversary cake was cut by two of our oldest serving members,
who have been with the choir since 1958.

Our first music director was George Pizzey, who founded and conducted the choir for its
first 25 years. You can read extracts from his memoirs below, kindly complied by our
archivist.

Ashtead Choral Society
75" Anniversary 2024-2025
Extracts from the memories of its first Director of Music,
Mr George Pizzey
Founder-Conductor 1949-1974. President from 1974.

In his booklet, “Ashtead Choral Society — The first 35 years”, Mr Pizzey wrote that he
began his professional careerin 1923 and during the next 45 years he sang for all the
principal conductors, orchestras, choral societies and music festivals throughout the
United Kingdom. He was one of the earliest baritone singers to broadcast, having first
done so in May 1923. During the next 40 years, he appeared over 700 times before the
microphone in all types of music programmes ranging from light music to large scale
orchestral and choral concerts. He also sang in several seasons of the Proms.

By 1949, he tells us he had had more than 25 years of musical experience and was now
ready to indulge his long-felt desire to have a choir of his own in Ashtead. His ambition
was to train it in an endeavour to emulate the performing standards obtained by the
great conductors of the day (he includes Sir Henry Wood, Ralph Vaughan Williams,
Bruno Walter, Sir Charles Grove, Edward Van Beinum, Sir David Willcocks and Walter
Goehr).

The Society was “born” at a very successful public meeting in September 1949, which
he chaired at the Peace Memorial Hall and 60 members were recruited. A committee
was formed at which Leslie Woodgate, a famous chorus master for the BBC, agreed to
be its first president. Auditions were held, the members’ subscription was fixed at 10
shillings (50p) and rehearsals soon started.

The first work chosen was Coleridge-Taylor’s Hiawatha — then very popular with choral
societies. The concert was given at the Peace Memorial Hall in April 1950 with the
Riddick String Orchestra, and wind and brass players, friends of Mr Pizzey, from the
London Symphony Orchestra. The soloists were also his friends who generously sang
for much reduced fees.



Mr Pizzey says, “It is interesting to note from the first year’s accounts that all this cost
£179, but the income from ticket sales was only £108. However, after receiving a grant
of £31.18.1 from the Carnegie Trust, with which | had had dealings before the War, and
gifts from well-wishers, we finished that season with a deficit of only £3.70.11".

The second concert - also at the Peace Memorial Hall - was a performance of
Mendelssohn’s Elijah. “During my 25 years as Conductor, | was often torn between
wanting to conduct a concert and sing a solo part and so for this one | invited Leslie
Woodgate to conduct and | sang the part of the Prophet.” After Elijah, other early
concerts included The Messiah, Brahms’Requiem and The Dream of Gerontius.

By 1951, the membership and public support had greatly increased and as the APMH
was now too small to accommodate everyone, the great decision was taken to give their
concerts in the Crescent Cinema in Leatherhead. Mr Pizzey says “this was a lovely
theatre seating nearly 1,300 and although not an ideal concert hall, we happily made it
our ‘home’from 1951 to 1967.”

At the end of his memories of ACS, George Pizzey says —

“My earnest desire is that ACS will continue to flourish and give pleasure, not only to its
members but also to an ever-growing public ready to enjoy the best in choral music sung
by a very fine body of amateur singers led by dedicated leaders.”

I am not sure about the “ever-growing public” but | think we can still claim to be a fine
body of amateur singers led by dedicated leaders.

Val Moss, June 2025



