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Where do we go from here? 
 

I wrote in a recent issue of my own fan club newsletter 

about my musical influences in the organ world and 

how I was fortunate enough to attend some truly 
fabulous concerts given by top line names back in the 

80's etc.  I was a teenager back then, now I'm 37 as I 
write this.  Why then is it that I am forced to look back 

at the organ world as by way of such 'nostalgia'?  Can 
things really have changed so much in a little over 15 

years?  What future does the organ world really have? 

Marie and I stepped in some 3 years ago to resurrect 

concerts at the Burntwood Organ Society in the West 

Midlands.  The committee decided to call it a day back 

in December 2005 owing to first of all the Chairman 

passing away from cancer and secondly, a lack of 

volunteers to help run the show....  We made a decision 

that if we didn't do something, then nobody else would 

and the whole organ scene there (albeit with over 200 

paid up members in 2005) would go to the dogs.   Well, 

we had our first night with the banner of 'Burntwood 

Music For All' back on January 19th 2006 together 

with Brett Wales at the helm of his trusty Wersi Scala 

organ.  We were absolutely thrilled to have almost 180 

in attendance - not to mention a fantastic atmosphere, 

which was complimented superbly by the lighting 

effects of Keith Wilcox from Supreme Lighting.  Brett 

played a 'blinder' and had us rolling in the aisles with 

his humour!  It goes without saying that all this took a 

fair bit of advertising, we had to spend days on end 

making phone calls, writing to all 200+ former 

members with the news of what we were planning, 
endless calls to the local newspapers and subsequent 

emails answering their questions etc, several shopping 
trips to buy raffle prizes and not to mention the 

workload on the night (thankfully eased greatly by 

having parents come along to help) in washing out 

teapots, filling urns for hot water, selling raffle tickets, 

tickets for next month, myself acting as MC, Marie 

helping in the kitchen, ticket tables etc, etc....  I could go 

on!  But boy was it worth it when we saw the number 
that had turned out and that's not to mention the 

tumultuous applause that I received when I walked out 
on stage!  The crowd were thrilled on the whole that 

someone had saved their organ society, it really is a 
pleasure for us to do and now in our third year we 

have continued to go from strength to strength. 
One of the nice things about running a successful 

concert operation is that you are given the confidence 

to book one or two ‘A-list’ players to entertain.  To that 

effect, this year we have a return visit from Phil Kelsall 

and a first for us with Robert Wolfe.  Equally, it has 
been marvellous to see a full house turn out for some 

of the newcomers to the circuit, we all have to start 
somewhere. 

One such instance of apathy that springs to mind was 
the closure of the once thriving Leisure Play Keyboard 

Club in Aylesbury.  I visited them for the final time in 

2006 where they had an emergency EGM before the 

show to discuss the clubs future.  In a nut shell, the 

committee there had all decided that they wished to 

stand down and were looking for volunteers to fill 

their roles.  At the time of my visit, no such help had 

been forthcoming and yet another society with well 

over 200 members (not to mention literally dozens of 

visitors each month) was about to shut its doors…..  By 

all accounts, 150 came for the concert, but only 36 

came in for the EGM.  Half of them admitted that they 

stayed outside at the start for fear of being 'roped in' to 

have to do a job!!  At the risk of sounding 'cruel', this 

amazes me that folk would be so selfish in this day and 

age when we all know just how fragile the live music 

scene is....  Anyway, the long and short is that the club 

closed that Spring – thousands of pounds were handed 

to charity and the rest is history.  So that's what 

happens when you have a club with plenty of bums on 

seats but no one to hold the fort....   

Next off comes that more common problem of what to 

do when there is plenty of enthusiasm at the 
committee level, but insufficient numbers coming 

through the door.  The London area is a good example 
to take with its millions of residents and yet many of 

the organ clubs around here simply struggle to get 

more than 30 at each concert…..  Naturally, one can 

reel off a whole litany of reasons as to why that might 

be but lets look at some possibilities of things that may 

help. 

 
1. ‘Read All About It’…..  It goes without saying that 

all publicity is good publicity, well most of the time 
anyway!  Many of you have said that you have sent 

information into local papers etc but they haven’t 
done anything.  My advice here would be to make 

personal contact with somebody in editorial.  Let’s 
face it, most of them won’t understand what it is 

that we are trying to promote and often if they see 
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that a non profit making organisation such as an 
organ club is struggling and it is an asset to the 

town, they are more willing to help.  Also, if you 
can then send them/give them something in the 

form of a newsy press release, which is ready done 
for them with a high resolution photo, then you’re 

twice as likely to get a result. 
2. Who else would be interested?….  How about 

looking outside of the box to all our non-organ 

friends.  An idea here might be to make contact 

with your local Rotary Club, W.I or Round Table to 

name but three.  Describe what it is that you’re 

promoting and invite them to bring a group along 

at an introductory price.  You never know, they 
might just love it and if you only gain 2 people, it’s 

2 more than you had before!  Along the same lines, 
at a recent concert a committee member was 

telling me about an idea for involving local 
charities, which had worked well for their club.  His 

idea was to contact a chosen charity and tell them 

that you wish to make a donation to them.  For this 

example, let’s say that the ticket price is £5.  You 

then say that you will donate £100 to their cause if 

they can sell 20 tickets.  Therefore, although you 

don’t make any money out of this for the club, you 

cover the donation, you get new people through 

the door that will hopefully come back and also 

this again will give you a fantastic ‘excuse’ to get 

the local papers involved and furthermore spread 

the word of the club.   

3. Lottery Grants…  Although I’m not sure on the 

finer details of this one, I know that there are many 

clubs in the country that have applied for and been 

successful with Lottery Grants.  Many have used 

these to buy things such as organs or keyboard, 

projector/camera equipment and lighting to name 

but a few.  Presentation goes a long way and many 

clubs just don’t have the funds to enhance a 

concert with all these mod cons, but the Lottery 

may be on hand to help.  It would certainly be 

worth looking into. 
4. Afternoon tea anyone?… An idea that I have 

brought back with me off my travels down under is 
the idea of having concerts in the afternoon as 

opposed to an evening.  I have done many a 

Wednesday afternoon in New Zealand to packed 

houses of 200 and over.  Is this something we 

should be trying here?  Perhaps even a possibility 

for the winter months when the nights are dark 

and cold.  Advantages of an afternoon may be 

patrons being able to use public transport, with 
their bus passes!  No parking hassles, no petrol, 

sounds good to me! 
5. Raffle ticket anyone?…  Marie and I pride 

ourselves on having a good raffle at our events.  
Too many times have we seen a poor looking 

display on a raffle table with a small box of tea bags 
and a pot plant!  Speculate to accumulate… with so 

many bargain shops on the high street, it isn’t 

necessary to spend a fortune on attractive looking 

prizes.  This is often a missed opportunity to help 

bolster the club funds, the better a raffle looks, the 

more people will spend on tickets.  Whilst this isn’t 

always the case (many clubs rely exclusively on 
donated prizes), we have found that spending a 

couple of hours every month trawling the shops for 
bargains (Marie’s hobby!) has paid great dividends 

in the long run and can financially make or break 
the evening. 

 

All this is food for thought and whilst many of you will 

have tried the above, it helps for us to all to talk and 

share our ideas.  Maybe we should start a thread on the 

forum, who knows, we just might crack it! 

All in all, it worries me greatly that all is not well with 

the organ scene in general.  I was always told that it 

had 'little future' with the gradual passing of one 

generation, changing tastes and perhaps things just 

running their natural course etc. but that was 10 years 

ago now and we’re still here. That's one thing, but I 

rather feel that it's more of a case of people simply not 

being 'bothered' to help support these events that will 

be the ultimate killer.  One final thing that can’t be 

ignored is the fact that many clubs are simply having to 

raise their membership and admission charges to 

make ends meet, while meeting significant hostility 

from the patrons. That's all well and good, but when 

you consider that the average West End Show will now 

set you back at least £30 a ticket, the average big band 

or jazz concert at least £15 and a cuppa often coming 

to more than £1.50 - then I reckon that your average 
organ & keyboard concert is something more than just 

good value...  It's high time that we woke up, faced facts 
and started acting to save 'our kind of music' - if we 

don't do something soon, then popular organ music 

will become nothing other than a historical artefact in 

a musical museum collection.... 
 

Chris Powell, February 2009 
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