
The Scratch Choral Cruise to the Mediterranean 
31 October–8 November 2010 
 
Singing at Sea 

 
A slightly abridged version of a piece written by the author for fellow members of the Barnes Choir 
 
The ‘singing party’ which assembled on the cruise liner Louis Majesty at the end of October was 
very much a minority group amongst nearly two thousand passengers from a large variety of 
nationalities.  We were under the musical direction of the well-known musician/conductor/radio 
presenter Brian Kay, and being looked after on behalf of Concerts from Scratch and their travel 
partners Specialised Travel Ltd by Annie and Tony Hastings.  Our eight-day itinerary took us from 
Marseille to Ajaccio in Corsica, Tunis, Sousse, Malta, Palermo, Civitavecchia (for Rome), Genoa 
and thence back to Marseille, cruising during the night and therefore waking at a different 
destination each morning.  The idea was to hold choral sessions of some one and a half to two and 
a half hours’ length either while at sea, or in between shore excursions at our various ports of call. 
 
The venue for these choral sessions was unlikely, to say the least!  The ship, relatively recently 
built, had ten decks in all, with a variety of bars, dining rooms, entertainment areas, etc.  We were 
allotted private time in the smaller of the two theatre areas in the bows of the ship, called the 
‘Royal Fireworks Lounge’. Our accompanist was a superbly talented young pianist, Maria 
Marchant (about whom more later) who had to make do with a keyboard. 
 
Ladies in the group easily outnumbered the gentlemen, and of the ladies there were at least twice 
as many altos as sopranos!  Brian Kay therefore faced the rather dubious task of licking into 
shape—in the space of a very few days—this somewhat imbalanced group of would-be choristers.  
Gareth Malone, eat your heart out! 
 
The first choral session on the evening of our departure from Marseille found us hardly on best 
form.  Half our party had travelled to Marseille a day earlier, staying overnight in a hotel and 
spending part of the following day sightseeing and having lunch in a (very wet) Aix-en-Provence. 
Others had made a very early start and flown down the same day.  The weather was inclement, 
with heavy seas, and attempting to stand still and sight-sing was quite a challenge!  Some of us 
began to feel decidedly queasy, and were relieved with the session finished with—appropriately 
enough—Sullivan’s ‘The Long Day closes’. 
 
Of the two pieces of music we had been asked to bring, the Schubert Mass in G proved to be a 
relatively undemanding score, enabling Brian to focus on interpretation, in particular Italianate 
pronunciation of the Latin text, and giving the movements real feeling by understanding the 
translation of the words and the sentiment behind them.  Complementing the Schubert were items 
from the New Novello Part-Song Book (edited by Robert Walker), and Brian applied the same 
technique of injecting feeling into what we were singing. 
 
Brian Kay has huge charisma, and his humour and gentle teasing got everybody trying their best, 
and I was amazed at the results by the end of the week.  But despite his charm he was a hard task-
master: in his attempts to get us to make the songs interesting for the audience he would ask us to 
read the words in tempo, tell us he had never heard anything so monotonous and then make us 
read the lines with proper feeling.  Next we would ‘la-la-la’ the music minus the words before 
finally putting everything back together. 
 
And it worked!  By the end of the cruise we knew the material pretty well, and were confident in 
the a cappella items.  So on the last evening, after a final sing-through of the Schubert and some of 



the part-songs, we swapped our private venue for the adjoining bar/lounge area to perform (with 
a proper piano) to the amazed passengers already sitting there or passing through.  We sang one of 
the movements from the Schubert Mass, a few part songs, and then Maria played Chopin’s 
‘Raindrop’ Prelude quite beautifully.  A few of us from ‘the ranks’ did the odd party-turn (yours 
truly contributing The Owl and the Pussy-Cat, thinking it might be appropriate for a sea voyage).  
Tony Hastings sang The Irish Maid’s Lament (Rikiti-tikiti-tin) to his own piano accompaniment, we 
sang a few more part-songs and, finally, Maria gave a truly virtuoso performance of Earl Wild’s 
transcription of Gershwin’s Embraceable You.  We wondered how many hands she possessed! 
 
Despite the unlikely conditions aboard the Louis Majesty we learnt all the music—including the 
unfamiliar part-songs, which are so useful for a choir to have ‘up its sleeve’—surprisingly quickly, 
and had great fun in the process.    
 
Miranda Corben (November 2010, Barnes, London)   


