Speech at the funeral of Rupert Hanson

I cannot claim to be musical. On the contrary. But I can recognise a great talent when I see one.  Rupert’s talent wasn’t just his music.  It was his ability to inspire others.  To share his great gifts, not only with those who he recruited to play in his choirs and orchestras, but also with those who came to listen.  To bring out the best in people who, but for him, might never have come into contact with the world of music.  To raise their self-esteem and self-confidence to the point where they were able to perform in public.   And many of those he encouraged were people who might never in their wildest dreams have imagined doing so.

Rupert’s achievement was all the more remarkable because he came from a background of extreme poverty. Leaving school at 14 he started work delivering telegrams for the Post Office and working evenings as a prop boy in the Empire Theatre – to which, many years later, he would return as the star of the show.  He rose in the world via those great meritocratic institutions, the Band of the Royal Air Force and the Salvation Army.   But he never forgot his roots, returning to the North East in the late 1980s.   

It says much about Rupert that the first place he chose to recruit an orchestra was in the pit town of Seaham where he used music to lift spirits at a time of pit closures and mass unemployment.

Later, he founded the City of Sunderland Symphony Orchestra which flourishes to this day.   And also the Singalong Chorus which, at last count, had 130 members.  And together they  brought life back to venues – Trinity Church in the East End, the church at Park Lane – that had seen better days.  All this on a shoe string budget, assisted by his wife Valerie and a small core of loyal supporters, many of whom are here today.

I last spoke to him about two weeks before he died.  By then he knew that he had only a short time to live, but his spirit was unbroken.  

At the time of his death I was in the process of trying to obtain an honour for him, but alas we were overtaken by events.  But, friends, the best way we can honour the memory of Rupert Hanson is to ensure that his work lives on.   I am sure that it will.  It was an honour to have known him.  I shall never forget him.

