Southwark and South London Society of Organists trip to Norfolk.
   June 19th and 20th 2009.

I had been eagerly looking forward to this year’s SSLSO weekend excursion, only the second that I’ve managed to attend. Most of us arrived at Burnham Market in plenty of time and were invited to Desmond Swinburn’s for coffee and introductions and were shown the house organ.
A very short walk took us to St Mary, Burnham Market, Westgate. Desmond gave us a short history of the organ and told us that he had installed it in the 1980s assisted by a Yorkshire doctor friend who had skilfully arranged his wife’s knee operations to allow maximum time for organ building.
The organ is a 2M/P instrument attributed to Hele of Plymouth. (NPOR states only that the organ was maintained by Hele). The organ’s original home had become redundant and it nearly ended up going to Canada before being gifted to St Mary’s. Since then the Salicional on the Swell has been replaced by a Fifteenth which adds brightness.
Next stop was St Margaret, Burnham Norton. Apparently the village of Burnham Norton was once a thriving fishing village. Medieval land reclamation schemes were so successful that existing buildings were left high and dry while the population moved with the coast line. The organ is a five stop 1M/P chamber organ by Roger Pulham. It was built in 1985 and bought as a gift by a lady parishioner. NPOR records that the tuning is Werckmeister III. There is a diapason chorus (to fifteenth), a delightful chimney flute and a pedal bourdon. Although lovely to play (suspended tracker action) I had some sympathy with those who expressed the view that, for the same outlay, the church authorities could have rescued a 2M/P instrument from a redundant church. 
Back to the cars and Desmond took us to see the land reclamation still in progress. It was very easy to imagine Magwich hiding out on the salt marsh. Lunch in ‘the Jockey’, Burnham Market, was followed by an item not on the programme: All Saints, Burnham Ulph (also in Burnham Market). Desmond explained that Burnhams Westgate, Ulph and Sutton expanded towards each other. Where they all converged became Burnham Market. St Mary, Westgate and All Saints, Burnham Ulph became the parish churches of Burnham Market. The church at Burnham Sutton was lost and the masonry used to repair nearby churches. The organ was a single manual instrument that NPOR suggests is of unknown provenance dating from around 1750. The  Norfolk churches website description contains the following,” Its rustic feel quite belies the urban setting outside”  (Surely some mistake??)
 Our next scheduled stop was St Clement, Burnham Overy Town. Another medieval church but one that has been much altered. It began life as a ‘cruciform’ church. The transepts have now gone and the tower was shortened. There is evidence that one or more aisles were removed. I wonder whether this was also brought about by the receding coastline and population.
The organ has a single manual and an octave (?) of pedals and made the journey from St Mary, Westgate in 1990 and is attributed to Sturgeon’s of Wells- next- the -sea. Although in need of some attention there were several comments on the clarity of the voicing. Once again CH Trevor’s books of Early English Organ Music came in very handy (Thanks Robin). The acoustics were so good that we decided it was time for a sing. As if by magic a dozen or so copies of ‘Laudate Nomen Domini’ by Christopher Tye appeared. A motley crew assembled in front of the organ, parts were distributed, and after a couple of practice runs, the work was performed to the rest of the group and one or two startled tourists. 
St Mary & All Saints, Little Walsingham suffered a severe fire on the night of July 14th 1961. All that remained was the tower, the lower sections of the walls, the font and a few other artefacts. Most of St Mary’s, therefore, is 1960s reconstruction. The organ dates from 1964 and is by Arnold, Williamson & Hyatt. The organist from the period (a spritely 89 year old who has only very recently retired) was able to shed some light on how such a radical instrument came to be built here and the contractual wrangling that resulted in a two manual organ instead of the planned three manuals. The organ is visually striking and its sound had the organ builders in our midst drooling. It was a privilege to be allowed to play it.

Clutton described it as ‘a tour de force’ and that there was ‘not a stop wasted’. As is usually the case the full effect is only apparent in the body of the church. The sounds were breathtaking but very, very loud. 
Tea/Coffee and cakes followed at the Refectory of the Anglican Shrine and then on to Walsingham Methodist Chapel. This was in complete contrast to everything that we’d seen so far. The chapel was built in 1791 and is the oldest surviving Methodist chapel in East Anglia. Wesley himself had preached to thousands in the village square ten years earlier. The organ is by C.C. Nizer and was constructed at his New Cross Organ Works in the 1880s. I wonder where that was. It is a 2M/P octopod (almost) and, despite having the huge St Mary’s sound in our heads, it made a very favourable impression on all of us and sounded very well in the building. It shows no signs of any major work being done and even retains its hand-blowing lever. The husband and wife team who were our hosts were beside themselves with excitement when we finally persuaded the St Mary’s organist to play. They had been waiting for that moment for 40 years! Incidentally, theirs were the only local accents I heard in the whole trip.
Downstairs in the chapel I discovered a harmonium by Estey (of Brattlehorn, Vermont) in working order.
Day two started with coffee at Desmond’s. A convoy of vehicles then set off for St Mary the Virgin, Wiggenhall St Mary the Virgin (as opposed to St Mary’s in Wiggenhall St. Mary Magdalen). This church has been redundant for more than 40 years and is now cared for by the Churches Conservation Trust. It contains some remarkable benches from the 15th and 16th centuries but seems lifeless; you could be in no doubt that it is redundant, and now little more than a museum. The organ is by Holdich (1880) and was presented by the local squire. When Desmond first encountered this instrument it was completely unplayable. The fact that the organ is playable now is entirely due to his labours over many years with some assistance from the Yorkshire doctor. Naturally one of the most interesting aspects of this visit was listening to DS recounting the recent history and showing us, for example, new tracker rods that he had made.
 We passed a little of the fen land system of drainage and sluice gates on the way to King’s Lynn where we had an appointment at St Margaret’s to play the famous Snetzler organ. I had played this instrument around 1980 when it was in a parlous state due to mainly to several floods over the previous decades and to several stops still only ‘prepared for’. I was told by the DoM that, in fact, there are a few Snetzler registers on the Choir manual and that the organ had been rebuilt on several occasions. The Great, Swell and Pedal are by Wordsworth although the NPOR shows a long history that includes Lincoln; Holdich; SG Street; Rushworth & Dreaper. Readers of Organists Review will be aware of a full restoration by Holmes and Swift in 2001. The result is magnificent. Seeing that the church was full of visitors and that the coffee shop was in full swing I was anticipating instructions to ‘keep it down a bit’ and some time restrictions. Not a bit of it. We (mostly Robin and myself) played for over an hour and used the full resources at our disposal. John Webber kept the tea ladies and programme sellers happy by playing the Hallelujah Chorus (on request).
As we were staying in Lynn we split into separate groups for lunch and arranged to meet at St Nicholas Chapel at 2.30. The other group had arrived on time which meant that we arrived to hear the wonderful Father Willis instrument in a splendid rendition of a Henry Smart voluntary. This ‘chapel’ is vast. Not quite as large as St Margaret’s but it is two hundred feet long and has two full length aisles, is very uncluttered and resonant. The present structure was erected in the fifteenth century as a chapel of ease for St Margaret’s. Having been ‘redundant’ for over thirty years the building is only occasionally used for worship but is, though, popular as a concert venue.

 The organ is an unadulterated, free-standing, 2M/P Fr Willis dating from 1900. It has no thumb pistons but three combination pedals for each manual. BIOS has also awarded it an Historic Organ Certificate. I’d never before had the chance to play a Fr Willis and the combination of instrument and building will stay with me for a long time.
The tremendous acoustic prompted our second choral moment. A lack of music meant that we were restricted to a hymn we could all sing from a text only hymn book. 
The final destination was St Mary, Hillington. As this involved heading back towards Burnham I toyed briefly with the idea of jumping ship and heading home to South London. What a mistake that would have been. St Mary’s is home to a complete Snetzler instrument which is probably almost unaltered. The notice on the church wall proudly asserts that the organ was built in 1756 for the Duke of Bedford’s music gallery and contains an example of Snetzler’s invention: the ‘dulcimer’ stop. A hundred or so years later it was installed in St Mary’s by Holdich. He added some pedals and pipes for a staggering £20.
The only other documented work to the organ was carried out by WA Boggis of Diss in 1953 (according to NPOR, 1956 according to a plate on the organ). There are two manuals, Great and Choir The choir houses the ‘dulcimer’, a stopt diapason, gamba and 4 ft flute and is beautiful. The magnificent Great has a full diapason chorus topped off with a very fiery Sesquiltera. CH Trevor came in handy again as did some JSB Chorale Partitas. Every stop is a gem and the acoustic is perfect. They certainly did save the best till last.
Finally thanks must be extended to John Webber and Vincent Coggin for their work in organising this trip. Special thanks to Desmond Swinburn for his expert knowledge of the organs and local history. 
