Emotion Recollected in Tranquillity 
The RGS Organ has lingered long in the memory of the ON community.
As part of our centenary celebrations, the organ takes centre stage in the ONA magazine 113; back in April, we called upon the wider RGS Family to add their voices to the collection of memories we’ve been gathering. 
Our questions to you were:
Can you remember the first time you noticed the school organ? Was it because of its bold sound or the visual impact of the Horatian inscription in glowing gold? What do you think the organ ‘lends’ to the school? Do you think that this is something which has changed through time?　
We asked for the gift of a story or a shorter anecdote, a favourite hymn, the memory of a quiet time when you heard someone practise or the sound of Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D Minor as it heralded a particular occasion.     
These are some of the memories we had in response: thank you. It’s been a delight to read and share them. 
Group Captain Richard Mighall OBE (ON 48-58) was prompted to consider the significance of the organ as war memorial in a Remembrance Sunday address given in 2019:   
Once we were all assembled, the masters would come in and line the corridor below the paintings. The headmaster then made his grand entrance climbing some stairs onto a raised stage at the front of the hall. The proceedings began with a hymn, followed by a prefect reading a prayer and then the headmaster read out the notices for the day. 
The point about this is that some way above the headmaster were the painted pipes of a large organ.  A little way below – but still above the him - were the names of numerous old boys who, since 1900, had given their lives in armed conflict. And in between the organ pipes and this list of names were Latin words in large gold heraldic lettering which were written by the Roman poet Horace over 2000 years ago: they read ‘Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori’.    
 ‘Sweet and beautiful to die for one’s country’?  
And yet there is an underlying thrust to those Latin words which do reveal and reflect an honourable selflessness in dying for one’s country.  It’s just that the qualifying words that it is ‘sweet and beautiful’ to do so don’t sit comfortably with the foreboding and reality of being killed or wounded. Perhaps there is a better way of expressing the sentiment.  

 I cannot imagine the school without the organ, but my abiding memory is of a Latin lesson in the 6th form with 'Slinker' Owen. We were taken on to the balcony to read out the inscription in our best Latin pronunciation. 'Slinker' then instructed us how it should be 'scanned'. Two of the syllables were silent and the main stress was at the end of 'patria', if my memory is correct.

With this memory in mind, we also had a wonderful contribution from ON Malcolm Rough (59-66), who tells us a little of the organ and also reminds the community of its love for nicknames:
[bookmark: _Int_X4gauBHz]...  references to ‘Jasper’ Doull who, along with Mr Wolstenholme, gave me a love of the orchestra and classical music, the latter also for my love of organ music.  His renderings on the school organ before assembly were truly amazing. So many memories evoked by mention of great masters; I am back in the early sixties and would love to hear from those compatriots who recall the names we had. The names are often self-evident but some are a bit obscure.
 Here goes:

 Bogs Cuthbertson (WC) 
Jekyll (Mr Lawrence - Chemistry)
Dixie Dean (once a great Newcastle footballer?)
Rags Bailey (Chemistry)
King Liddell (Maths)
Spike Thornton (English)
Slasher Hawkins (Physics?)
Spitti and Stoker Meakin (Geography)
Bish Bryden (Physics)

I well recall entering the RGS hall for the first time, in January 1968, to sit the entrance exam and being completely in awe at the sight which awaited me. As an 11 yr-old from a small Northumberland state primary school who attended our local Methodist chapel each week, my only experience of buildings such as were laid out before me had been when visiting the likes of York Minster! In addition to the throng of hundreds of other small boys, the spectacle of the organ which dominated the space was really quite intimidating.  

It is a sadness that the RGS organ fell into disuse but an equal pleasure that it has since been restored to playing condition and can speak once again. I wonder whether the cigarette burns on the key cheeks that flank the lower manual keyboard (Jack Wolstenholme was an inveterate smoker) are still there? 

 As a senior prefect I was usually on duty at the start of the school day and would chat with Jack [Wolstenholme] while he warmed up the organ prior to Assembly. I asked him if it only played solemn stuff, or could it play Blackpool Ballroom? Jack rose to the challenge and launched into a spirited rendition of I do like to be beside the seaside. Unfortunately, the organist has only a partial view of the hall and I had omitted to tell him that most of the school was already assembled. His recital was received with loud applause.  

Highlights of my time in the choir, as well as the bonus of being allowed to skip a lesson each week as we rehearsed the hymns and anthems, was the lovely anthem Lead Me Lord and Mr Wolstenholme’s rendition of the Widor symphony, in which he really put the organ through its paces! Those days were so important for me and have left an enduring impression on my memory.

I have within me the bass line of many hymns all learned in the choir there. In those days, O level music was not available and A level only for the specially gifted. But I sang Handel's Messiah there and not only once. Good, strong memories with much gratitude.


[image: ]I remember the school organ well from this drawing I did in 1984-85. From it the school motto has stayed with me through 30 years in the Royal Navy.  


When I was in the second form at morning assembly the Head was dissatisfied with our singing of the school song. He handed over to Mr Wolstenholme, who spent the next half an hour ensuring that we would not disappoint the Head ever again. Our efforts improved from a lethargic dirge to a rousing and uplifting whole school chorus backed by Jack on the wonderful organ.
Fortiter defendant triumphans.

Burland Jacobs (44-49) writes: 
On entering the RGS in 944 I found myself sitting in the front pews of the main hall ready for assembly.  Then, we were known as pupils rather than students which appears to be the case today.  The masters would walk from their Common Room and proceed in single file to stand in front of the lockers.  The Headmaster, Dr ER Thomas would enter from a side door, mount the steps in front of the organ and the assembly would commence.  If my memory is correct, he would, on a Monday morning, announce the weekend rugby results as the ‘football’ results which I initially found bemusing.
 As the years rolled by and I progressed through the school I sat further back until on my final day I was at the very rear of the main hall singing Lord, Dismiss Us from a blue covered hymn book.  This hymn made me finally forcibly realise I would be departing from a safe and pleasant place to an uncertain world.  In fact, it was not long after that I found myself in basic training as a national serviceman.  There, a drill instructor on occasions informed me and others around me in a loud and strong voice that he was not impressed by our attitude or performance in the form of language not heard at the RGS.  My training and experience gained as having been a member of the RGS CCF certainly eased this passage of basic training.  Thank you RGS CCF.  

Les Brunton (57-64) tells us: ‘Yes, I know a little bit about the school organ... I know it is a very good instrument by Binns of Leeds, particularly valuable as it survives in pretty much ‘as built’ condition and to the original specification. My involvement nearly 20 years ago was in the initial inspection and cleaning prior to the partial restoration undertaken by John Lightbowm.  This started with an approach from Mike Barlow (53-64). He assembled a small team of volunteers (mainly fellow engineers) who spent several grubby Saturdays in the deepest interstices of the organ, cleaning, assessing and detecting air leaks and faults. We were also helped by Brian Varley (55-63) who has played the RGS organ for decades now.  
Dr David Carr (54-62) recollects the powerful fireworks of a fugue and the lasting pleasure given by playing:
The organ at the RGS remains on the official list of British war memorials. The motto it displays - ‘Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori’ – is perhaps less fashionable today but is a poignant reminder of its time.
The organ’s main purpose, certainly during 1954 – 62 while I was a pupil at RGS, was to accompany singing each morning before lessons at assembly. Usually, the whole school of about 600 would join with the choir to sing a hymn, or occasionally a psalm. As organs go, the instrument is a small one, with only two manuals and pedals, 19 speaking stops, seven couplers and a tremulant. However, its well-chosen specification, its voicing, and its commanding position in the school hall meant that it served its purpose admirably.
A bonus, provided in my time at RGS by Mr Wolstenholme (‘Jack’), Head of Music, was the daily organ voluntary played as the school gathered for assembly. The music would often be a work by JS Bach, Mendelssohn or Brahms, but occasionally perhaps by Arthur Milner (a respected composer in Newcastle and previous Head of Music at RGS).  A particular favourite was Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D Minor; this tended to overrun slightly. The headmaster would be compelled to wait before starting to lead the assembly until Jack had got through the fireworks at the end of the glorious fugue, and the applause that followed!
I was fortunate to have organ lessons at school; these took place in the otherwise empty hall on Saturday mornings. Jack would typically stand somewhere along the upper balcony, probably smoking and leaning over the rail, from where he would call out encouragement or criticism as I played my scales and set pieces. I am so glad I had those lessons. I never took any exams in organ-playing – this was at my request and Jack never insisted. My A-level studies were in science and my career was in medicine, but now retired and in my 80th year, playing the organ remains one of my most abiding passions and pleasures.
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