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In the autumn of 1987 Eddie Upton, then Folk Artist in Residence at the Caedmon Hall in
Gateshead Central Library, gathered together a small group of people to learn and perform
traditional Christmas songs and carols. This was the beginning of The Caedmon Folk Choir.

Now, twenty years later, we are celebrating the continuing growth and development of that
group from its small beginnings into a choir of around fifty members meeting weekly
throughout the year and performing all over the North East and further afield.

In order to mark this milestone on our musical journey we have compiled this record of those
twenty years. We are extremely grateful to the choir members past and present whose
memories have gone into its preparation.

Grateful thanks and appreciation also go to all our leaders and friends who have supported,
encouraged and assisted us through the years and enabled us to reach the place we are in
today. We look forward to the choir’s continuing progress and development as we work
together in the future.
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WHO WAS CAEDMON?

The Caedmon Choir’’s musical directors

Caedmon has been described as 'the first English poet' and 'the father of English song'. He
paraphrased the Latin bible into poems and songs using the everyday language of his time,
and he is thought to have been the first person to write this particular type of religious poetry
in English.
Caedmon's story is told by Bede in ‘An Ecclesiastical History of the English People'.
Caedmon was a herdsman who lived near Whitby in the seventh century, during the time of
Hilda the Abbess. He was distressed because he could not sing or improvise verse, and at
feasts, whenever everyone present had to take turns at singing he would leave even if the
meal was not over.
On one occasion when the harp was being passed round the table he went to the barn where
he was to guard the cattle that night. When he fell asleep he was inspired in a dream to
compose a song in praise of God the Creator. The next day he was able to recall the whole
song and to add further lines to it.

Eddie Upton
Sept 1987 - Dec 1989

Sandra Kerr
Sept 1990 to Dec 1997

The Abbess Hilda and many learned men agreed that Caedmon had received a divine gift,
and the Abbess urged him to enter the monastery. He did so, remaining there for the rest of
his life, composing many other songs based on the bible. The poem recorded by Bede is
however the only one that has survived.
Caedmon died in 680AD and was buried at Whitby Abbey where his shrine became an
important centre of pilgrimage.
Sharon Durant
Sept 2000 to Autumn 2007

3

Katherine Zeserson
Jan 1998 - July 2000
Rachel Unthank
Unthank
Deputised during Sharon’s maternity
leaves and on other occasions
between 2001 and 2005
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THE CAEDMON CHOIR

-

THE FIRST TWENTY YEARS

September 1987 to December 1989
Eddie Upton started the Caedmon Folk Choir in 1987 during his time as Folk Musician in
Residence with Gateshead Council's Arts Development Team. He developed a number of
projects, three of which (a monthly Ceilidh Club, a Ceilidh Band workshop, and the Caedmon
Folk Choir) are still active.
Eddie first taught the choir a repertoire of harmony songs from the English folk tradition
including songs from the Sussex-based Copper Family, Sheffield carols, shape note songs,
and other carols and songs for all seasons. The choir’s first concert was a celebration of
Christmas and included some of the choir members’ other talents; solo spots included dance,
poetry, and instrumental pieces. From 1987 until 1989 rehearsals were only held in the
autumn term each year in preparation for concerts in Gateshead each Christmas.
When Eddie’s residency ended the Gateshead Libraries and Arts Service took over
responsibility for the choir. It was funded through the Library Development and Area Arts
Fund and was provided with a permanent rehearsal space in the Caedmon Hall in Gateshead
Central Library. This funding continued for a number of years.
September 1990 to December 1997
At the end of Eddie Upton’s residency the choir members were keen to continue, and in
September 1990 Sandra Kerr, known to many as the voice of Madeleine in the BBC's
children’s TV series ‘Bagpuss’, took over as Musical Director. She came for one Christmas
concert and stayed seven years! With Sandra’s arrival the choir started rehearsing all year
round and their repertoire was extended to include protest songs and international as well as
local folk songs. Towards the end of Sandra’s time as leader the choir also commissioned
the production of a banner.

The earliest known photograph of the Caedmon Folk Choir, December 1987

Events during Sandra’s time with the choir included:
1992
Family Folk Day in the Caedmon Hall and library building
1993
Folkworks Picnics in Jesmond Dene and at the Tall Ships race
a concert with the Vermont Singers
appeared in Cullercoats Tommy at the Newcastle Playhouse
recorded a cassette, ‘Gentle Angry People’
1994
a concert with Leon Rosselson
1995
an exchange with a choir from Exeter
1996
entered the ‘Choir of the Year’ Competition
performed during Folkworks Vocal Chords event in Newcastle
sang in the ‘Four Seasons in Woodland’ written and conducted by the late
Keith Morris while he was Gateshead’s Composer in Residence during
Visual Arts Year
1997
linked up with the new Folkworks’ Tuesday Caedmon Folk workshops
further performances of the ‘Four Seasons in Woodland’ in various north
east venues
The choir also performed more than once at the annual International Kite Festivals in
Washington and the Gateshead Spring and Summer Flower Shows. They also gave
Christmas performances at IKEA Gateshead and at Eldon Square shopping centre and Greys
Monument in Newcastle where they helped to raise funds for Amnesty International. The
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Folkworks Picnic in Jesmond Dene for National Music Day, 28 June 1992
Choir colours were ‘brights’ from 1991 to 1993
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choir also gave their first short performance during the Carols at Ryton Cross, which
subsequently became an annual choir tradition.
January 1998 to July 2001
Sandra resigned from leading the choir in December 1997 due to pressure of work and
Katherine Zeserson replaced her the following term. Under Katherine’s leadership the choir’s
repertoire expanded further to include songs from Eastern Europe and Finland as well as
more from Africa. When the Folk In The Farmyard summer Sunday afternoon events began
at Cherryburn, the National Trust property near Stocksfield, the choir gave an afternoon’s
performance there. This has become another annual choir tradition with a shared picnic
between performances, usually (but not always) in warm July sunshine. The choir also gave
further performances at the Kite Festival and Gateshead Spring and Summer Flower Shows,
and more Christmas performances at Ikea, Ryton Cross, and Greys Monument.
Other events under Katherine’s leadership included:
1998
singing John Kirkpatrick’s ‘Chariots’ with John Kirkpatrick and his band in
Hartlepool Little Theatre
1999
Windows on the World, North Shields Fish Quay, with Urban Echo choir
2000
involved in Folkworks’ Vocal Chords 2 events at Newcastle Playhouse
took part in the ‘Start Again’ song cycle by Adrian Mitchell and Pete Moser
in Caedmon Hall and at Saltwell Park Bandstand with a local school choir
and professional singers and musicians
gave performances at the Northumbrian Water University Boat Race and at
the Great North Run
took part in the BBC’s nationwide Millennium Big Sing on Newcastle
Quayside
performed ‘Lifetime’, written by the Blaydon Prime Time Writers, Katherine
Zeserson and local schoolchildren, at Dryden Road Teachers’ Centre

At the Rising Sun Country Park
Festival, June 1994, wearing
the turquoise and pink tops with
choir logo introduced in 1993

September 2001 to October 2007
Katherine’s other commitments required her resignation in the summer of 2001 and Sharon
Durant was appointed to take her place. During Sharon’s first maternity leave several people
stepped in to lead the choir, including Andrew Scott, Katherine Zeserson, Bex Mather, and
Rachel Unthank. Rachel subsequently became the choir’ regular assistant leader and led the
choir during Sharon’s second maternity leave and on subsequent occasions.

Choir exchange visit
to Exeter, April 1995

In more recent years the choir became known simply as The Caedmon Choir, and as it grew
and its leaders changed it began to develop as an organisation. It was agreed that the choir
should become more independent and hold its own bank account to help pay for trips to more
distant events and for extra rehearsals over and above those funded by the Libraries and Arts
Service. In 2004 a formal committee was appointed to run the choir and a constitution was
adopted. In January 2005 after a great deal of deliberation the choir left its long-term home in
the Caedmon Hall in Gateshead Library and moved to a new rehearsal space in The Sage
Gateshead which had opened in December 2004.
During Sharon’s time the choir has organised ceilidhs to raise money for charity. A special
ceilidh was arranged to celebrate the life of a late and much-loved founder member, Peggy
Duck, in addition to raising funds for her favourite charity Guide Dogs for the Blind. The choir
has also made further appearances at Gateshead Spring and Summer flower shows and at
Cherryburn. The choir has sung carols in a variety of venues including Cramlington shopping
6

Grey’s Monument, Newcastle, December 1994
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centre, Blaydon shopping centre, Heworth Old Vicarage Care Home, the Ice Rink at the
Newcastle Centre for Life, Bill Quay Farm, and of course at Ryton Cross.
th

In June 2006 The Caedmon Choir and Heaton Voices from Newcastle jointly hosted the 24
National Street Choir Festival (formerly known as the Street Music Festival), based in and
around The Sage Gateshead. It was an excellent example of cross-river cooperation
between the two choirs and an embodiment of the festival’s 2006 slogan, ‘building bridges’.
In June 2007, to everyone’s great sadness, Sharon announced that she would be resigning
from the choir in the autumn. Her replacement is Eleanor Mooney.
A few key events during the time of Sharon’s leadership have been:
2002
travelled to the National Street Music Festival in Belper
2003
National Street Music Festival in Hebden Bridge
2004
‘Musical Gateshead’ a Local History Month event in the Caedmon Hall with
Johnny Handle and the High Level Ranters and other guests
a day visit to the National Street Music Festival in Leeds
2005
a day visit to the National Street Music Festival in Shipley/Saltaire
sang on Newcastle Quayside on the final morning of The Tall Ships Race
guest performance in Heaton Voices’ concert in The People’s Theatre,
Newcastle
2006
sang in a memorial celebration concert for the late Keith Morris in The Sage
Gateshead
th
organised the 24 National Street Choir Festival at The Sage Gateshead,
hosting it jointly with Heaton Voices
sang at the funeral of Nick Merleau-Ponty, a popular and inspirational
member of the choir
th
2007
25 National Street Choir Festival in Manchester
organised a birthday concert, ‘Celebration! Twenty Years of Caedmon
Choir’, in Hall 2, The Sage Gateshead.

IKEA Gateshead, December 1999
Since 1995/6 the choir has worn
green and black
Eldon Garden, Newcastle
December 1999

The Caedmon Choir’s involvement with Folkworks
In September 1997 Folkworks began running their Tuesday night Caedmon Folk workshops
in Gateshead library and a nearby school, and The Caedmon Choir were incorporated into
these events along with the Redheughers Ceilidh Band. At this time the Regional Music
Centre was still in its early planning stages but it was understood that Caedmon Folk would
eventually move to a permanent home there when it was completed. The Regional Music
Centre, later renamed The Sage Gateshead, has come to fruition and before it opened in
December 2004 The Caedmon Choir was offered the opportunity to move to a new rehearsal
venue alongside the Caedmon Folk workshops and other activities from January 2005. The
choir left the Caedmon Hall with a little sadness after a long and happy association with
Gateshead Council's Library And Arts Team, but also with great excitement about the future
and new opportunities, and the very good wishes of the Library and Arts Team. It has been
the nature of the choir to grow and develop and this was the next step for a new century and
a new venue. Long may its success continue.
This piece was originally written for the choir website by Ednie Wilson, Creativity
Development Manager (Cultural Services) with Gateshead Council and one of The Caedmon
Choir’s earliest members. Frank Bozic, Freda Hibbert, Sylvia Kettle and Marie Wheeler, early
or long-standing members of The Caedmon Choir, contributed additional information.
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THE MEMOIRS OF A CAEDMON CHORISTER
Cherryburn, July 2000
How it all began
A chance conversation at the school gate and the next Tuesday evening saw me in the
Caedmon Hall at Gateshead library, singing my heart out and having the best evening I had
enjoyed for a long time.
Another parent had told me she was about to start going to a choir with a mutual friend. At
once I knew that this was something I wanted to do. I had sung in the choir at school but not
since then. Recent years had seen me spending all my time looking after our six children, but
now that the youngest was two years old, I was beginning to feel I wanted to do something
else, just for me. Serendipity! I knew Pat, our mutual friend, because our respective daughters
went to the same Irish Dancing class. (Pat’s daughter was our very own Rachel Unthank who
has in more recent years so ably held the fort by leading our choir while Sharon our current
leader had been away on maternity leave.)
That was how it started, all those years ago.
I joined the The Caedmon Choir in September 1988. It had been started the previous year as
a Christmas choir, running from September to Christmas, by Eddie Upton who at the time was
Gateshead’s Folk Musician in Residence.
The choir was called the Caedmon Folk Choir simply because of where we practised - in the
Caedmon Hall - but it does seem fitting that we are named after the first known poet in the
English language, even if we are never very sure how to pronounce his name!
Cherryburn
July 2004

I had not realised that there were so many Christmas Carols! As soon as Christmas
approached we were out and about in Gateshead and the surrounding area singing pieces
such as the Horsham Tipteerers’ Carol, (‘Sung by mummers from the neighbourhood of
Horsham about 1878-1881’) and Hark, Hark, what News The Angels Bring (‘communicated to
Lucy Broadwood in 1891 by Sam Willet, “the singing baker of Cuckfield”’.). Our main concert
was in St. Mark’s Church on Durham Road and then we would visit residential homes,
hospitals and other venues. I remember we laughed a lot after one performance at Prudhoe
Hospital when we were interrupted throughout by a voice shouting out ‘Sing the one about the
reindeer, sing the one about the reindeer!’.
We also sang at Ryton Cross, where the people of my home village of Ryton gather on the
Tuesday evening before Christmas to sing carols accompanied by a local brass band. We
joined in with the others in all the popular traditional carols on the song sheet and performed a
few of our own at the half-way point. This is a tradition we have kept up ever since. In the
early years we used to walk along the road to the home of a couple, John and Pat, who were
choir members for several years, and enjoyed a sociable evening, singing, eating mince pies
and drinking mulled wine. Later, for a few years we booked a room at one or other of the
village pubs and had a buffet supper and sing-a-long. This was gradually discontinued; in
more recent years, however, the assembled singers have been regaled with hot soup, garlic
bread or other refreshments. Afterwards, some of us like to go inside for a drink and join in
with the Sheffield carollers.

Social weekend at Keld Youth
Hostel, November 2003

In those days our ‘costume’ consisted of black bottoms and white tops with little touches of red
and green - very Christmassy! Later on, when we became an all-year choir rather than just a
Christmas one, we dispensed with the ‘little touches’ and opted for green tops instead of
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white ones. We would appear wearing every shade of green, from chartreuse to turquoise,
from emerald to teal!
The Tall Ships Race, Newcastle Quayside, July 2005
A change of leader
After three years Eddie left Gateshead but we were very fortunate to have Sandra Kerr come
along and take over where he left off. She introduced some other material to our Christmas
repertoire such as The Coventry Carol and The Gower Wassail. After our Christmas
performances were over we were delighted when Sandra agreed to stay on and keep the
choir going all year. SoK our choir was no longer just for Christmas!
Sandra introduced us to a very varied repertoire, including protest songs, songs from Africa
such as ‘Azikatale’ and ‘Siyahamba’, and from Eastern Europe as well as British folk songs
and some of her own compositions. We were very glad to have some of our own local songs
included and I remember that we learned a splendid medley of ‘Elsie Marley’, ‘Dance To Your
Daddy’ and ‘My Laddie Sits Ower Late Up’.
With the change, some people left, some saying protest songs were not their ‘cup of tea’, but
a number of others joined. It seemed that every time Sandra ran a workshop somewhere, a
whole batch of new members came along. On one occasion, after she had done something
at Sunderland University, the choir nearly doubled in size and there was one brief period of
time when we were nearly eighty strong!
Speaking of protest songs, we were always highly amused when, singing at some festival or
other sponsored by Northern Electric, there we’d be, standing underneath their banner, giving
our all to one of our favourite songs at the time, ‘Sun, Wind and Water’,
‘Switch on the light, pay the bills
But don’t forget electricity kills!’
We seemed to be on an endless round of festivals at that time - the Gateshead Spring and
Summer Flower Shows, The International Kite Festival in Washington, the Newcastle
Community Green Festival, the Rising Sun Country Park Festival, the BBC Music Day. Then
there were the big ones - the Gateshead National Garden Festival in 1990 and the Tall Ships
Race in 1993. Of course we’ve sung at another Tall Ships Race since then.
At that time my husband John was not a member of the choir, but he ran a children’s street
band, The Metrognomes, along with Jan who was also in the choir. (By the way, the children
came up with the name themselves and were convinced that those creatures at the
Metrocentre later stole their name!) So we would nearly always find ourselves playing and
singing at the same festivals and it ended up being quite an association! On one occasion
The Metrognomes played in the interval at a concert we performed in The Shipley Art Gallery.
A high point during those years with Sandra was taking part in the Choir of the Year
competition. We hired a coach and assembled excitedly one Saturday morning outside the
library, all carrying our picnic lunches, and headed for the University of Stirling in Scotland.
We were no match for the Ladies Barbershop Chorus, though, with their sticky-out frocks,
identical hairstyles and identical court shoes! We felt that the judges did not quite know what
to do with us; with all our shades of green and our unusual repertoire we did not seem to fit in
with any of their categories. We were however given a commendation and we all thoroughly
enjoyed the day.

In the corner of a classroom
(above) and in a barn (left) at
Bill Quay Farm, Gateshead
December 2005

We also had the pleasure of a visit from ‘Vermont Harmony’, a shape-note singing group from
12
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New England. They led a workshop for us and we were able to learn several shape-note
songs. ‘Emerald Stream’ was written by Seth Houston, a young member of their group, and
we enjoyed singing it so much that it was added to our repertoire.

Saltwell Park, Gateshead, Spring Show April 2006

Musical collaborations
At that time we had various associations with musicians such as John Kirkpatrick, several of
whose songs we greatly enjoyed singing. ‘Dreamtime’, with that low, pulsating didgeridoo
sound was a great favourite. It was often included in our performances. Then there was the
marathon ‘Chariots’, his amazing Christmas carol. It was a real challenge to learn, but, wow,
once we had mastered it, was it exciting to sing! Even more so, when his band came along to
the central library to play along with us at a practice before we embarked on a tour of the
northeast singing it in his Christmas show. Recently it was included in a New Year’s Eve
concert, ‘The Holly and The Ivy’ at The Sage Gateshead, which gave us a much appreciated
chance to sing it again.
Another musician who was a friend of the choir was the late, very talented Keith Morris. He
composed a suite of ‘Gateshead Waltzes’ of which we sang one called ‘Is it a Mystery?’ I
remember we found it fiendishly difficult but were very proud when we finally managed it and
shouted out ‘Gateshead!’ with great gusto at the end. Later, he composed the suite ‘Four
Seasons in Woodland’, commissioned by Gateshead Metropolitan Borough Council as part of
the Year of Visual Arts in 1996, and of which ‘Winter Song’ has recently been revived by the
choir and has found a place once again in our repertoire. This was an exciting project in which
we performed with the Felling Band, the Tenth Avenue Band, the Neighbourhood Watch
Batucada and the Four Seasons Octet with solo singers Richard Scott and Katherine
Zeserson (who shortly afterwards took over the choir from Sandra Kerr). The first
th
performance of the piece was recorded live at the Caedmon Hall in Gateshead on 9
November 1996. We went on to perform it in various other locations round the northeast
including a Sports Centre in Ashington, an arts centre in Stanley and St. Nicholas’ church in
the centre of Durham City.

Cherryburn, July 2006

Another new leader
When Katherine took over she introduced us to a great deal of new materialK and a number
of new languages! We had already learned some Bulgarian and some African songs with
Sandra, and learned many more of these with Katherine, as well as songs in Georgian and
Finnish! We learned that Finnish belongs to a very small language group of two, the other one
being Hungarian. Being a member of The Caedmon Choir is very educational and not just
about learning songs!
Our repertoire now included songs like ‘Batonebo’, a healing song from the Guria region of
Georgia, some more English folk songs such as ‘The Four Loom Weaver’, ‘Heisipuu Kukkii’, a
Finnish love song and some of Katherine’s own compositions such as her setting of Siegfried
Sassoon’s poem, ‘Everyone Sang’. We found this one a particular challenge to learn but it
sounded amazing when we finally got it (almost) right! There were some people who did not
appreciate learning songs in so many different languages. These people drifted away, but
again, more came to join us!
We found it interesting to take part in the Lifetime project in which Katherine composed music
to poems written by Blaydon Writers’ Group. Three of the songs were included in our
repertoire - From Childhood to Old Age, Water Cycle and So It Was Written.
th

We also enjoyed taking part in the Great North RunK singing on the sidelines, that is! We
stood on the grassy slope just at the point where the runners turn the corner onto the coast
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Busking at the 25 National Street Choir Festival, Manchester, July 2007
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road and encouraged them with songs such as Hit the Road Jack, Da Doo Run Run and
Katherine’s composition Voices on the Run.
Other memorable occasions with Katherine were singing Perfect Day on Newcastle Quayside
of which 1.5 seconds were televised as part of the BBC’s National Music Day Big Sing event
for the Millennium, and also singing to celebrate the opening of the Gateshead Millennium
Bridge. For this we joined with several other local choirs each singing our own sets and then
joining together for the high point where choirs on both sides of the river sang All You Need is
Love, echoing from one side to the other, with Katherine standing in the middle of the bridge
conducting us all by means of flags!
Further leadership changes
Inevitably, the day came when Katherine too announced that she was no longer able to
continue as choir leader. We were however extremely fortunate when a replacement was
found in Sharon Durant. Sharon has brought her own enthusiasm, energy, ebullience and
sense of fun to the choir, not least in her warm-up sessions! Sharon brought back to life
some old favourites like the Labi Siffre songs Listen To The Voices and Something Inside So
Strong, Sweet Honey In The Rock’s Breaths and On Children and an arrangement of Dance
To Your Daddy that was another one of those challenges that were so worth the effort when
we finally got them right (or almost, anyway). Then she brought us some lovely compositions
of her own such as Chinese Proverb. And of course we love all the Gospel-style songs such
as O Freedom and Ain’t Gonna.
Meanwhile, members continue to come and go. We still perform at the Gateshead Spring
and Summer Flower Shows, at Cherryburn in the summer, at Ryton Cross on the last
Tuesday before Christmas and at other local events throughout the year.
The choir has attended the National Street Choir Festival for several years and in 2006 it was
held here on Tyneside, hosted jointly by The Caedmon Choir and Heaton Voices. This was
an extremely exciting challenge for all of us. There was a wonderful moment when, just as
Sharon was conducting the massed choirs on Baltic Square in her lovely Bridge of Songs, the
bridge began to open just behind usK
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So now here we are about to celebrate twenty years of The Caedmon Choir and there are a
host of good memories to look back on. I think of friends no longer with us; of Peggy who
came along faithfully for many years with her trusty guide-dog, Bruce, and who loved to shout
out ‘Freedom!’ at the end of This Old Freedom Train, and also of Nick with his warm and
colourful personality whose sudden and premature death shocked and saddened us all last
year. Then there are those annual picnics at Cherryburn with our various choir leaders. I
remember particularly the year we all danced round the maypole, and the time Sharon sat
down on the grass with us and taught us a new song which we then sang in the next set.
As I finish writing this we have just heard the sad news that Sharon is moving on. How we
will all miss her! I am sure however that The Caedmon Choir will continue and that in another
twenty years maybe someone else will be writing their memories of being a Caedmon
chorister.

This document is the copyright of The Caedmon Choir. It may be reproduced
for individual non-commerical use but no commercial reproduction is permitted
in any format whatsoever.

Marie Wheeler
More photographs and information about The Caedmon Choir can be found at

www.caedmonchoir.org.uk
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