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At the age of 90, 80 or even 70 would you ever consider standing for well over two hours at 
a time? In addition to the physical exertion, would you have the mental and emotional 
stamina to be able to direct and inspire a large choir, an enthusiastic “scratch” choir, eight 
magnificent soloists and an orchestra, and enthral a huge audience, as shown by the 
sprightly 90 year old Sir David Willcocks? Admittedly, he has had a lifetime of experience 
and success doing just that, joining a mere handful of famous conductors who have equalled 
that task when most people would have retired 10, 20 or even 30 years earlier. Tonight’s 
audience stood only for the Hallelujah Chorus (a tradition started by the composer’s Patron 



King George II) and for their ovation at the end of both halves of this astonishing 
performance of Handel’s “Messiah”. 

Sussex Chorus had planned to celebrate Sir David’s birthday back in December but, due to 
arctic conditions, was forced to postpone it. Musical Director and Compere Neil Jenkins (an 
associate of Sir David for over 50 years!) opened tonight’s programme not with “Happy 
Birthday” but an equally joyful performance of Widor’s famous “Toccata”, played by 
distinguished guest organist Jane Watts. Being a superb arranger, Sir David had added text 
and choral parts to it, dedicating this version to Jane, which she and the choir performed 
with gusto. 

Accompanied by Jane, John Walker and the fine Sussex Classical Players (Leader: Robin 
Morrish), Sir David and all his singers then embarked on Handel’s stirring masterpiece, 
injecting it with fresh life, vitality and emotion. The majority of the soloists had sung or 
studied with Sir David before, engendering a strong family feeling throughout the evening, 
with members of Sir David’s own family also present. 

Particularly memorable amongst the soloists were Neil himself, with his lovely tone and 
clarity of diction, Paul Esswood – one of the world’s leading countertenors, contralto 
Catherine Wyn-Rogers with her joyful “O Thou that Tellest Good Tidings to Zion” and her 
deeply-felt “He was Despised, Rejected”, the warm rich bass of Stephen Roberts, and the 
silvery tones of comparative newcomer Bibi Heal in “Rejoice greatly”.     

The two choirs blended together in the larger choruses with a glorious wall of sound which 
never lacked in clarity. It is a tribute to Sir David’s generosity of spirit that he has always 
encouraged amateur choirs, even directing special workshops on the day itself. Sadly, even 
Sir David had to hand over the baton to Neil towards the end of the evening, but his final 
speech was so heart-warming and inspirational that the audience almost lifted the lofty 
rafters of “St Barts” with their rapturous applause.  

Marilyn Dennis   

* A retiring collection was made for St Peter & St James Hospice, Wivelsfield, E. Sussex 

Handel - Messiah 
This celebratory performance of ‘Messiah’ was originally to be held at Lancing College in the 
middle of December but the first big freeze in Sussex put paid to that and this concert at St. 
Bart’s Church in Brighton last Saturday was the happy consequence.  

The line up of soloists was a roll-call of the best of Britain’s singing establishment of the past 
fifty years and they’d all come to honour the 90th birthday of Sir David Willcocks. Frail as he 
now is, he nonetheless conducted most of the concert with every note infused with the 
affection he has inspired over the many years of his career.  

‘Messiah’ was the perfect work for this celebration, familiar, moving, rousing. From Ian 
Partridge and Neil Jenkins in ‘ Comfort ye’ and ‘Every valley’ through the storms of the Lord 
shaking the earth (Stephen Roberts, bass), and the refiner’s fire (Paul Esswood, 
countertenor in glorious voice) and the good tidings to Zion, brought here by Catherine 
Wyn-Rogers, and the chorus describing how a Child is born and His name shall be called... It 



would be only too easy to range through the details of this work, commenting on 
performance, as we go; suffice it to say that whatever anyone’s favourite bit of ‘Messiah’ 
might be, it was presented here in glorious, as it were, technicolour.  

One innovation is worth special mention. Members of the audience had been invited to join 
in some of the big choruses - they were seated in a special area just behind the conductor - 
and they really made a difference at ‘And His name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor 
etc.’ where they joined in on the word ‘Wonderful’, a clever way of using the extra voices to 
create the brilliant effect Handel clearly wanted.  

We all stood for the Hallelujah chorus, another Messiah tradition upheld. Of the soloists, 
Julie Kennard invited those who labour to come unto Him, Catherine Wyn-Rogers melted 
the heart with her man of sorrows, despised and rejected, and Bibi Heal lovingly affirmed 
her faith that her Redeemer liveth, but before Stephen Roberts could joyously announce the 
sounding of the trumpet, assisted by Jon Reed from the orchestra, Sir David collapsed on 
the podium and was helped off to sit with the soloists while Neil Jenkins took over the rest 
of the concert. This was not all bad, in fact, since ‘Worthy is the Lamb’ and the Amen chorus 
needed the fresh vigour Neil brought to them, and it certainly made no difference to the cry 
of delight and the standing ovation for Sir David at the end of the performance.  

A beautiful, affectionate, extremely well-pre sented birthday tribute to a man who has 
created and shaped and directed music in this country for many, many decades. 

HANDEL’S MESSIAH 
23rd January 2010. St Bartholomew’s Church, Brighton. (Sussex Chorus and Sussex 
Classical Players) 

Amazingly at 90, Chorus Master supreme Sir David Willcocks conducted the Sussex Chorus 
in this popular work.  

After the famous ‘Hallelujah’ he passed over the baton to Neil Jenkins who had earlier been 
singing with the seven internationally renowned singers who had agreed to celebrate 
Willcock’s anniversary. 

It seems wrong to single out any of the fine soloists but I loved the famous ‘I know my 
redeemer liveth’ performed by the beautiful soprano voice of Bibi Heal. Accompanying the 
evening were the superb Sussex Classical Players. 

Not being overshadowed by the soloists the Chorus were notable for the clarity of their 
singing. A joy to be heard in this venue and when joined by audience singers, which was 
encouraged, during certain parts especially the ‘Hallelujah Chorus’ the sound resonated 
beautifully off the walls of the church. 

My only problem was by sitting at the back of the church the birthday tribute Charles-Marie 
Widor’s `Toccata` from Symphony no 5 for organ sung by the Chorus was drowned by the 
volume of the organ. This being difficult to judge at the rehearsal. 

Andrew Cregeen 

 



Comments from the Audience 
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