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Harry Moreton died forty years ago at the age of 97. He was one of the most notable musicians 
that Plymouth has ever had and, above all, he was an organist of exceptional talent He was 
also one of the founders of the Plymouth and District Organists’ Association. 
  
Earlier this year I spent many hours browsing through the large number of documents about him 
in the Southwest Devon Record Office and here are some of the interesting facts and snippets 
of information I found there. 
  
He was born in 1864 in Durnford Street, Stonehouse. He showed exceptional talent in music at 
a very early age and at the age of 10 was appointed organist of Stoke Damerel Church where 
his mother was choirmistress. He studied organ under W. G. Hannaford and John Hele. In 1879 
he was articled to Dr George B. Arnold, the Organist of Winchester Cathedral. In 1882 returned 
to Plymouth and became organist of St George’s Church, Stonehouse. 
  
Three years later he was appointed Organist and Choirmaster at St. Andrew’s Church. A large, 
mainly adult choir already existed there, but it was unrobed and not trained in the cathedral style 
to which he had become accustomed, so he set about transforming the church’s music. Within a 
few years the choir was robed, boys were brought in to sing the treble line, new choirstalls were 
installed and the service of Matins and Evensong took on cathedral characteristics. 
  
By 1894 he decided to broaden his musical activities and on 17 February of that year he 
commenced a series of Saturday evening concerts in Stonehouse Town Hall where there was a 
good three-manual organ which was sadly destroyed with the hall in the bombing of 1941. From 
the first he set out to design programmes that he thought likely to attract a wide spectrum of 
people. The opening concert was a good example of this intent: 
 

Saturday Popular Concerts in the Town Hall, East Stonehouse 

First concert, Saturday 17 February 1894 at 8.00 p.m. 

  

  Solo Violinist  Miss Moores   

  Vocalist Mr F. Ledden   

  Organist Mr G. H. Moreton   
        
Sonata     Mendelssohn 

Adagio      Spohr 

Solo violin: Dances    German 

  Solo no. 9    Corelli 

Song:  The Deathless Army   

Grand Offertoire in D     Batiste 
Solo Violin:  Fantasia’ (Operatic Aria)  Singalic 
Gavotte     Handel 

Song:  ‘Give a Man a Horse’ Allitsen 

March ‘Tannhauser’     Wagner 



 
This concert attracted a very large audience and won rave notices in the local press. The first 
series continued weekly until 14 April. Its success emboldened HM to arrange a longer second 
series which ran from October of the same year to April of the next. 
  
The programmes consisted mainly of transcriptions of orchestral music for the organ and vocal 
and instrumental solos. Original organ music by Mendelssohn (Sonata 1), Guilmant, Batiste and 
Smart was also featured. 
  
By the end of this series audiences had dwindled seriously so the third series was scheduled for 
Mondays at 8 p.m. and were billed as ‘Monday Popular Organ Recitals and Concerts’. 
Unfortunately the new time did not solve the problem – maybe because John Hele, then 
Borough Organist for Plymouth, was giving twice weekly organ recitals in the Guildhall, which 
was not far from Stonehouse. A piece in the Western Daily Mercury after the concert on 2 
March 1895 reads as follows: 
  

There can be no fault found with his programmes, but nowadays – at the 
risk of being considered burdensome – it is well to point out that popular 
tastes have to be satisfied. 

  
In the fourth series HM tried to satisfy popular tastes by introducing choral and orchestral music. 
The first such concert on Monday, 2 December 1895 consisted of the Dramatic Cantata ‘The 
Bride of Dunkerron’ by Macfarren, with a chorus of 60 voices accompanied by organ, piano and 
drums, the score being reduced from full orchestra by Harry Moreton. 
  
A most encouraging report appeared in the Western Daily Mercury for this concert: 
  

The building was crammed and the enthusiasm was most pronounced. [...] 
the cantata will take a lot of beating. 

  
Two weeks later the Messiah was performed with ‘full string band’ and a chorus of 100 voices 
conducted by Harry Moreton with Manley Martin at the organ. HM seemed to have devised a 
winning formula, but it lasted only a short time as after the death of John Hele in 1899 he was 
appointed Borough Organist of Plymouth and his Stonehouse concerts came to an end. 
  
A flourishing series of bi-weekly organ recitals which had been initiated in 1882 was already 
established in the Guildhall as well as periodic evening concerts. Most of these recitals had 
been given by John Hele, though other members of the Hele family sometimes deputised for 
him. They attracted large audiences; in 1887 the average attendance was approximately 1,000 
people. (Quoted from a letter from John Hele to the Mayor and Aldermen of Plymouth.) 
  
Harry Moreton continued in the same way that John Hele had pioneered and with great 
success. He formed a ‘Guildhall Choir’, a regular Choral Society which performed major choral 
works including one of the first provincial performances of Elgar’s Dream of Gerontius at which 
they worked for nearly two years before presenting it to the public, so strange and difficult did 
the singers and players find it. Saturday evening concerts of popular music flourished. At these 
military and brass bands, celebrated singers and other attractions drew a high level of support, 
and HM usually took part as organ soloist, playing such crowd pullers as Ride of the Valkeries, 
the Prelude to Tannhäuser and the William Tell Overture. But public tastes change and by the 
mid 30s audiences were declining. On one occasion in 1938 when the weather was poor I was 
the only person in the audience and HM invited me to sit beside him as he played a part of the 
programme. 
  



Meanwhile, alongside all his secular music activities, HM was building up and maintaining the 
great St Andrew’s choral tradition with a choir averaging 40 boys and nearly as many men, plus, 
during and after the First World War, a small number of ladies. They were not allowed to 
process with the rest of the choir nor to sit in the choir stalls, being relegated to seats behind the 
choir men and at a slightly lower level. Women’s lib had not been invented in those days! 
  
HM’s organ playing was an outstanding feature of the services. The choir was entirely 
unconducted and he did all the playing except when he was ill or on holiday. I can well 
remember the astonishingly imaginative way he accompanied hymns, frequently introducing 
them with an extended improvised prelude. A recording of one of these pre-hymn 
extemporizations still exists: an introduction to ‘Gracious Spirit, Holy Ghost’, played on the 
organ at St Catherine’s Church when he was approaching 90. 
  
Harry Moreton composed church music all his life, though very little was published as he wrote 
almost exclusively for St Andrew’s. As far as I know only one piece of his organ music was ever 
published – his Elegiac Romance, which he wrote shortly after World War One in memory of his 
only son, Cecil, who was killed on 17 September 1918, only a few weeks before the Armistice. 
This is a deeply felt piece which reflects HM’s acute grief. 
  
All through his adult life HM was a much sought-after teacher of organ, piano and singing and in 
the years before World War One he travelled on a weekly basis to conduct rehearsals and 
concerts for local choral societies in the vicinity of Plymouth. It was late one evening in 1892 
that the great blizzard of 1892 struck Devon and Cornwall. HM was in the habit of staying 
overnight with one of the choral society members when he conducted rehearsals in Launceston, 
catching the first train next morning back to Plymouth; but, on this occasion the train was unable 
to run owing to the snow and there seemed little chance of a later one running that day. Anxious 
to get back to Plymouth, HM joined a small group of men who had the same desire and they 
walked through the snow to Tavistock where they found a train which was running to Plymouth. 
He got back just in time to conduct Friday evening choir practice at St Andrew’s! This is one of 
the many stories I heard from him during the last two years of his life when I visited him 
regularly to report on events at St Andrew’s. 
  
During the inter-war years HM continued his work much as before, maintaining the high 
standards which made St Andrew’s music widely admired. Official recognition of his dedication 
and achievements came in 1935 when the Archbishop of Canterbury awarded him the honorary 
degree of Doctor of Music (Lambeth). 
  
As soon as radio (in those days the ‘wireless’) arrived in Plymouth, HM became a regular 
broadcaster. The Plymouth station 5PY which was situated in the Athenaeum Chambers, 
Athenaeum Lane, frequently broadcast his weekly Thursday afternoon Guildhall recitals and 
some of them were also transmitted from the main BBC station at Daventry using, presumably, 
a land-line link. 
  
In 1935 HM presented a series of regional broadcasts ‘Some Organs of the Westcountry’ 
featuring, among others, Exeter and Truro Cathedrals and, of course, the Guildhall. His 
programme which was transmitted at 9.30 p.m. on 4 December 1935 was: 
 
  
  
  
  
  
  

Concert overture in C minor  Hollins 
Scherzo in F  Hoffman arr. Lemare 
Finale, Sonata no. 7  Rheinberger 
Bourrée  Archer 
Scherzo Symphonique   Debat-Ponson 



His fee was four guineas (£4. 4s. 0d). 
  
Looking at many of his recital programmes one sees that most of the pieces he played involved 
a great deal of fast playing requiring much digital and pedal dexterity. Obviously they were all 
chosen for their immediate attractiveness for the ‘average listener’. Bach never featured and the 
most modern composer to appear was Elgar. 
  
In 1940 the Guildhall was taken over by the local government offices for the issuing of ration 
books and for various other war-time purposes, so HM transferred his recitals to St Andrew’s 
but only for a short time as in 1940 Hele & Co. commenced an extensive restoration of the 
organ. That this was undertaken in war-time was at the insistence of a major donor to the organ 
fund, Frank Dingle, who feared that, if the work were to be put off until the war was over, he 
would not be alive to enjoy it. Mr Dingle was also HM’s deputy organist for many years and after 
the war gave the French Horn stop in the new organ. The rebuilt organ was duly completed in 
1941, but before it could be played in public it was entirely destroyed. 
  
On 5 May 1941, a recital which was to have been broadcast from St Andrew’s was actually 
played on HM’s three-manual house organ at his home, ‘Stroma’, in Plympton. HM’s next and 
last broadcast for which I can find any record took place on 22 November at 6.30 p.m. on the 
organ of Mutley Wesleyan Church which was demolished many years on. This was one of a 
BBC West of England Series, ‘Organs and Organists of the Westcountry’. 
  
Immediately after the gutting of St Andrew’s the parish’s chapel of ease, St Catherine’s Church 
(which was situated in Lockyer Street, just above the Lloyd’s Bank building, now ‘The Bank’ 
public house) became the temporary parish church. Here Harry Moreton endeavoured to carry 
on as before, but the difficulties were huge: a greatly reduced choir, rehearsal problems due to 
air-raids, black-out and reduced public transport, and many other wartime hazards made 
maintenance of standards well nigh impossible. Nevertheless he persisted with great 
determination even though he was approaching the age of 80. 
  
I became his assistant in 1953 and I shall not forget our first meeting in St Catherine’s when he 
demonstrated the organ quite brilliantly and played rapid arpeggios on the pedals. He was then 
approaching 90. 
  
His last few years were blighted by deafness which was greatly exacerbated on Guy Fawkes 
Day 1956 when, as he was on his way to Friday night choir practice at St Catherine’s, one of a 
group of revelling teenagers let off a firework which exploded near his right ear. 
  
Despite increasing ill-health he succeeded in achieving the ambition he had nurtured ever since 
1941 to play the new organ in the rebuilt St Andrew’s. He played for all the great service of 
rededication on 30 November 1957, except for the outgoing voluntary. He played again at 
evensong the next day, but thereafter his appearances at church became increasingly 
infrequent until in March 1958 he very regretfully tendered his resignation. 
  
As Organist Emeritus he played for several services that year, but his increasing deafness and 
decreasing strength prevented his continuing any further and during his last two years he was 
largely confined to the house and garden. 
  
His death in September 1961 ended not only a very long, fruitful and action-packed life, but also 
the end of a musical epoch for Plymouth. 


