25th anniversary of St Columba’s Willis organ 

This month is the 25th anniversary of the dedication of the Willis organ in St Columba’s Church, Topcliffe.

The organ was rescued from St Andrew’s Church, Sharrow, Sheffield. The building was damaged beyond repair because of subsidence. The church had closed in 1996 and was eventually demolished.

The organ was constructed in 1870 by Fr. Henry Willis for that church shortly after it was built. It had two manuals and pedals, and used mechanical tracker action. It was enlarged by his son, Henry Willis in 1904 to a three manual instrument which employed pneumatic action.

The organ was brought to Topcliffe by a dedicated group, including organ enthusiasts, parishioners of St Andrews, Sharrow, soldiers from Alanbrooke Barracks, St Columba’s parishioners and Topcliffe villagers of all ages and with a wide variety of skills.

It was rebuilt in St Columba’s under the expert guidance of Ian Nicholson of Sunderland based Vincent Organs. Wind pressures and voicing in late 19th century French style were retained as Henry Willis made them, but extra pipework was added, notably a pedal ophicleide, and the pneumatic action was updated to electro-pneumatic with computer-controlled stop switching.

The organ was dedicated in a service held on 13 September 2001 by The Most Reverend David Hope who was Archbishop of York.


Church warden Chris Hewlitt, who was part of the reconstruction team, recalls several coincidences and encounters which, in small ways, led to the Willis Organ project at St Columba's. He’d seen a redundant instrument installed by volunteers at the Christopher Wren designed St Thomas’s Church on Stockton High Street. 

Then, a work colleague who knew that he had an interest in church organs, spotted an article in the Teesside paper concerning the fate of the organ in the Methodist Central Hall in Billingham. 
At that point St Columba’s was in no position to consider installing it as a replacement for its failing organ, but he agreed to take a look at it. He found that the organ was a quite reasonable instrument and in good condition. As the building was being sold for redevelopment, the organ would end up in a skip unless a new home could be found for it. 

Chris decided to get in touch with Ian Nicholson, an organ-builder contact in Sunderland. Ian was organist and a churchwarden at St Peter's Monkwearmouth, a church which in 1984 had suffered an arson attack which destroyed their Henry Willis organ and much of the church roof. Ian immediately agreed to visit Billingham, resulting in that organ now Methodist Central Hall organ being moved to and installed in Ryhope church.

These events helped create a model of what could be done: finding a good instrument that no-one wanted, which could be moved and installed in a church that needed one. And it was becoming clear that something was going to have to be done about the old organ at St Columba's, which was suffering structurally from unchecked woodworm and a great deal of general wear and tear. So, a fund was started and the search was started for an instrument that could be moved to Topcliffe.

Around 1997, Asenby resident and St Columba’s Church member, John Phillips, was at a church in Sheffield to value some items which that church was disposing of. He noticed that the church organ was heading for the skip so he suggested it might be suitable for Topcliffe. As it happens, the instrument was undistinguished, old, worn out and not worth spending a lot of money on…rather like the existing organ at St Columba’s. But fortuitously, it was mentioned that there was a three-manual Willis instrument in good working order at St Andrew's in Sharrow which was becoming available because the church building had structural problems and had had to close.

Visits were organised to Sharrow to assess whether their organ was suitable for transfer and a decision was taken to go ahead. The risk of arson at the now empty church meant that urgent and speedy action was needed, but there was a delay whilst the stained glass, which was mostly by Kempe (the same that made the stained-glass window in the nave at Topcliffe) was removed.

What was crucial was the ability to acquire the organ and store it without having to get a faculty (the equivalent of planning permission for work in a church), which would likely take a long time, and require a lot of negotiation with the Diocesan Advisory Committee. Delay would mean danger for the project!

The project got underway in 1998 and during the dismantling, careful measurements were taken, drawings prepared and videos were taken to aid with eventual reconstruction. The organ, its 1700 pipes, bellows, windchests, framework and casework were gradually removed from St Andrew’s and transported, often in private cars and a horse box, but partly with the help of the Royal Engineers, to temporary storage at Aram Grange, the farm owned by John and Joan Blair. 

Then there was then a long pause. The organ’s layout at St. Columba's would be significantly different to how it had been at St Andrew’s because the layout of the two churches is very different. At Topcliffe, the organ is freestanding in the Percy Chapel and had to be divided laterally between the two chancel arches. A great deal of casework was required for the back of the organ, which was now accessible.

It was decided that several additions would be made to the organ during reconstruction. The biggest one was to add a pedal reed stop at 16-foot pitch – the ophicleide - that's a big bass trumpet, very typical of Willis organs.

At this point a full design report and specification were prepared, and these became the basis of the application for a faculty to rebuild the organ in St Columba's, Topcliffe. 

With the faculty for installation finally granted, the serious job of actually rebuilding the organ could begin. But first, a public meeting was held in the Village Hall to explain the project and recruit local people who might help in the reconstruction. As a result, over fifty people aged from seven to 90 stepped forward with offers of help, covering many aspects of the project, including project management, metal working and welding, woodworking and cabinet-making, electrical and electronic work, plumbing, leather and materials expertise, painting, rigging and lifting, publicity and reporting and much more.

It was not possible to re-use the linkage which transmitted the signals from the keys and stops (at the console) to the windchests (which blow air into the pipes and make them speak). At St Andrew’s this had been done purely with pneumatics, through long heavy and inflexible lengths of lead tubing which conveyed pulses of air from the keys to pneumatic motors sitting beneath the windchests. So, the link from the console to the windchests was converted to run on electricity, and the small valve systems which convert the electrical signal to drive the pneumatic motors had to be made from scratch. As did various other components. At the heart of this was a computer-driven switching system developed for the purpose. 

It was decided to construct a framework from steel. A design was produced and the steel had to be cut and welded. That involved ‘hot work’ in church, meaning there had to be fire watches following each fabrication session.

The whole instrument sits on a reinforced concrete foundation slab which was cast in situ. But not before an archaeological survey was completed. Fortunately, that merely uncovered layers of builders' rubble from the 1855 rebuild, and a large heating pipe duct.

New case panels, rails, pillars and carvings were made to match the original casework from St Andrew’s. And all of this was down to the skills and resources of the people from Topcliffe, Asenby and the wider parish, plus a few friends and relations, who made it happen.

Once largely built, there was, naturally, a desire to get the instrument working. The heavy involvement of the Blair family in this project suggested that their daughter Frances's wedding would be an ideal time to give the new organ its first trial. The final weeks were fraught. There was a lot that was not working. The emphasis turned from getting the organ built, to getting it playing – somehow!

On completion it was estimated that the organ should be good for at least 25 years… and that has been achieved. Like all church organs, it needs tuning from time to time, and the odd note can need its mechanism adjusting, but there are no signs yet of the larger problems that beset old instruments of this type.

There has been one mishap, on Easter Day 2008, when a freak snowstorm caused the valley gutter above to overflow and that unfortunately flooded the organ. Fortunately, the church's insurers stepped in to fund the repair work and once again the people involved in the original construction came and helped undertake repairs. 

The primary purpose of the instrument is, of course, to accompany services, though it has been used for concerts too. It’s also had an educational purpose: for example, Matthew Atherton spent many years practising the organ at Topcliffe, before embarking on his career in music. In more recent times it has been available to a student at Ripon Grammar School who went on to hold organ scholarships at Ripon and St David's.

The rate of loss of pipe organs, be they in churches, chapels, concert halls or anywhere else, is quite concerning. When a building containing an organ is sold for a different purpose, nine times out of ten the organ is in the way. The commercial cost of removing the organ, and reinstalling it elsewhere, can easily exceed the value of the building itself, which means that the only cost-effective way to get rid of it… is to get rid of it… usually in a skip.

Today, there are individuals and charities that seek to preserve pipe organs wherever possible. Here in Topcliffe, the church and community did just that. There is next to no public funding available to keep them playing or to preserve them. The Willis organ at St Columba’s, Topcliffe is one of the nation's better instruments. Let’s hope it is kept that way.
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