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Music at St James

Clare Martin

The earliest known reference to a group of singers at St James is to ‘Psalm 
Singers’ given 5s (25p) in 1834. The singers led the singing of psalms and 
canticles but were not accompanied by an organ, as the plans for the restora-
tion of St James church in the early 1830s do not show one. It seems that 
the church had no organ until the current one was installed in 1874. The 
organ has needed much expensive maintenance over the years. Fund-raising 
to repair or improve it was required as early as 1896 when the proceeds of 
‘amateur theatricals’ were divided between the Great Horwood organ fund 
and Winslow Parish Church expenses. In the late 20th century, the organ often 
started ciphering, that is sounding continuously, in the middle of services. 
A couple of choristers would 
have to clamber around inside 
the great instrument until they 
managed to find and remove the 
leaking pipe. Nevertheless, the 
organ has given nearly 140 years’ 
good service and will hopefully 
continue to do so for many years 
to come. 

Once the organ was installed St 
James could have a choir, and 
in 1876 a choir of 18 attended 
the Vale of Aylesbury Church 
Choral Association annual festi-
val for the first time. Thereafter 
the choir attended the festival 
every June. This was an excit-
ing day out for the choristers. 
The massed choirs of 20-30 
local parish churches gathered 
at St Mary’s Aylesbury for morn-
ing and afternoon full choral 
services as well as luncheon at 
the Aylesbury Corn Exchange.  Tim McSweeney playing the St James church 

organ, Easter 2012
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The choristers were very busy, with choir 
practice at least once a week, both morn-
ing and afternoon services every Sunday, 
and extra services for the major Church 
or village festivals. We know that the 
choir was able to sing four-part harmony 
anthems because some of the copies of 
Handel’s ‘Hallelujah Chorus’ that the choir 
still uses today date back to 1897.

By the 1970s it had become difficult to 
recruit an organist. One of my earliest 
memories of going to church as a young 
child in the 1970s is of the Rector, the 
Reverend Roland Sleight, playing the 
organ as well as taking the service. My 
sister Emily and I joined the choir in the 
early 1980s, when Bob Horton was choir-
master. We were paid a few pence for each 
service we sang at and I was very excited 
when I earned my first 50p. These days, 
the choir is happy to be paid an annual 
stipend of one Cadbury’s Creme Egg every 
Easter. 

Mary Saunders was choir mistress from 
about 1984 to 1994. We were a choir of 
children and young people during that 
time. Mary took us to choir festivals, 

St James Church Choir c.1910. The Reverend John Chevallier, Rector, is seated. 

Alfred Rich, Schoolmaster, is standing immediately behind him.

The Reverend Roland Sleight
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where we spent the day rehearsing with other choirs before singing full 
choral evensong together. I have been choir mistress since 1994. Many 
choristers no longer work 
locally and everyone has 
many demands on their time 
so we usually rehearse only 
for special services, such as 
Christmas and Easter, but we 
do sing for the twice-monthly 
Eucharist services. 

The church music group was 
set up by Jill Collins in 1986 to 
play for family services. It has 
always been open to players 
of a variety of different instru-
ments. At one time or another, 
the group has included saxo-
phone, cello, clarinet, guitar 
and cornet amongst others. 
The music is always very 
good and well-received by the 
congregation. It is also an ideal 

St James Church Choir, organists and young percussionists, Christmas Carol 

Service, 2011. Back row (l-r): Malcolm Harvey, Tim McSweeney, Simon 

Martin. Middle row (l-r): Janthea Brigden, Maxine Piggott, Emily Fuller, Tish 

Martin. Front row (l-r): Gerald Roads, Chris Finnemore, Elizabeth Martin, 

Clare Martin, Joanna Martin, Bridget Martin, Amy Lovegrove.

St James Church Music Group, March 2012. 

Back row (l-r): Luke Brazier, Charlotte Nash, 

Maxine Piggott. Front row (l-r): Jessica Hemp-

hill, George Porritt, Theo Nash.
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opportunity for friends and family who play very different instruments to 
make music together. Charlotte Nash has been arranging the music and lead-
ing the church music group very successfully for some years. She writes:

St James Music Group comes together every month for the Come 
and Praise Service. Musicians of all ages and stages are welcome 
and play a variety of instruments for this sung family service. 
We tend to find everyone on fine form following the monthly Big 
Breakfast which occurs on the same Sunday, and musicians and 
congregation alike enjoy the hymns and songs, many of which are 
also played in school. 


