
AND WE WERE SINGING HYMNS AND ARIAS …..

More memories from Joe

For the third of my lockdown projects, and with the help of Gethin Williams, Keith Warren, 
Jeremy Wood and Dr Haydn James, I take a look at all the sporting arena performances that the 

London Welsh Male Voice Choir have been involved in.

The Arenas

The rehearsals are over. You walk out in your red jackets, heart-thumping, into a half empty stadium and 
stand on the pitch, pre-match, looking at the vast space of the arena that will, in a short time, be packed 
to the rafters with fervent supporters. You are performing to a captive audience who’s heart and soul are 
perfectly in tune with yours and who give you their undivided attention as the atmosphere is ramped up 
minutes before kick-off. You are privileged to be here, walking on hallowed turf. 

You feel the excitement and pride of appearing before an expectant nation. You smell the newly cut and 
watered grass. You hear the roar and stand in unison with your heroes as they walk onto the pitch. There is 
a moment’s silence as the crowd rises and all eyes are on you, and your eyes are on the conductor, as his 
baton brings in the band accompaniment before experiencing the spine-tingling emotion of singing your 
national anthem to an arena packed with rugby fans and a live television audience of millions. 

You are part of extraordinary matches and witness legends being made, and folklore created in song. You 
are on the fi eld with The London Welsh Male Voice Choir and you will be part of some of Wales’s most 
iconic rugby matches in modern times.

Cardiff Arms Park 1993

It is the 6th of February 1993, the day of the Wales 
v England 5 Nations International at Cardiff Arms 
Park, and Welsh rugby is going through a mediocre 
patch. England had won the Grand Slam the season 
before, demolishing Wales 24 - 0 at Twickenham 
in the process, so not even the most fervent Welsh 
supporter gave Wales much chance. The London 
Welsh Male Voice Choir had been asked by the Welsh 
Rugby Union to sing at the game and try and build 
the pre-match atmosphere. 

This was the fi rst time that the choir had appeared 
at an international game and what a game it was, 
played in the company of Diana, Princess of Wales.

England seemed to be in control and looked 
dangerous in attack when “just before half-time 
Welsh wing Ieuan Evans, chasing a loose kick from 
back-row forward Emyr Lewis, took his opposite 
number, the highly rated Rory Underwood, 
completely by surprise and kicked ahead to the 
England line. He easily beat Underwood and England 
full back Jonathan Webb to the touch down and a 
legend was born as Wales dug deep in the second 
half and went on to win 10-9. 

We sang after the game in the many hospitality 
bars in the Arms Park and an extra verse of ‘When 
the Coal Comes From The Rhondda’ was added to 
include the words ‘When Ieuan Rounded Rory, I was 
There!”

What a wonderful introduction to the world of 
international rugby. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QzD08hc02KM

Welsh captain Ieuan Evans scores the only try.



Wembley Stadium 1998-99

At the end of 1995, it was announced that the 1999 
Rugby World Cup had been awarded to Wales and 
that a brand-new, state of the art rugby stadium 
with a sliding roof will be built on the current site 
of Cardiff Arms Park. We are excited at the prospect 
and proud to be Welsh. The Welsh Rugby Union 
also announce that, while the new stadium is under 
construction, all Welsh home rugby internationals 
will be played at Wembley Stadium. Opportunity 
knocks and the choir contacts the Welsh Rugby 
Union to ask if it is possible that, as a London based 
choir, we can be considered as the pre-match choir 
for all home internationals played at Wembley. 
The WRU agree and it is the start of yet another 
remarkable, media-rich era for the choir.

A pensive Graham Henry before a game at Wembley with the 
choir in the background.

Wales didn’t do too well in the two years they 
played their games at Wembley, and their 7-42 
defeat to New Zealand in their first game at the 
famous football stadium didn’t bode well for the 
remaining games, and after suffering a humiliating 

0-51 defeat to France in 1998 and losing 96–13 to 
South Africa on their summer tour, the Welsh Rugby 
Union appointed New Zealander Graham Henry 
as national coach to replace Kevin Bowring who, 
as a player had captained London Welsh in their 
centenary season. 

Henry led Wales to a 11 match winning streak and 
earned him the nickname ‘The Great Redeemer’ after 
the line in the hymn Cwm Rhondda.

Wales v England. A Perfect Day.

The date 11th April 1999 will forever be part of the 
folklore of Welsh Rugby. Wales hosted England at 
Wembley in the final game of the 5 Nations and 
England were going for the Grand Slam. We knew 
that this was going to be a big game but were 
unprepared for the media interest that it evoked. It 
was the final game that Wales were to play at their 
‘borrowed’ home before returning to the brand-new 
Millennium Stadium in Cardiff in time for the Rugby 
World Cup.

We were fortunate that we had in the choir at that 
time a chorister named Jeremy Wood. Jeremy was 
energetic, confident, full of ideas and I’m sure he 
won’t mind me saying, also a little unorthodox. 
Jeremy could see a massive media coup for the choir 
and went to work. 

I will let Jeremy tell the next step in his own words.

“I knew Max Boyce a little, so I called him in late 
1998 to ask him if he’d join us at Wembley for the 
big game in 1999 against England. He initially said 
that he couldn’t because he’d been asked to caddy 

The choir’s first introduction to singing at international rugby games. Cardiff 6th February 1993.



for Ian Woosnam in a practice round at Augusta for 
the Masters’ Championship. 

Jeremy Wood, Tom Jones, Dr Haydn James and Max Boyce on the 
pitch at Wembley. 

In March 1999, I was in Rome with some choristers 
to see Wales play Italy in a “friendly” prior to them 
joining the Six Nations in 2000. (The game was 
moved to Treviso but we still travelled to Rome 
and saw the match in a Sports Bar!). Later I was 
with a few other choristers and we decided to call 
Max to try and persuade him and sang down the 
phone to appeal to his Welsh nationalism, if not his 
love of Welsh music. The suggestion was that there 
would be no better chance to write a new ending to 
“Hymns and Arias”. Eventually he agreed and asked 
how much he’d be paid. I told him that he would 
have to sing for nothing! In fact, less than nothing, 
since I poached one of his debentures! Part of the 
persuasion was letting him know that he needed 
a bit more exposure on TV, since his career wasn’t 
exactly booming.

Nothing much then happened except for the new 
ending, which he wrote on a serviette, which I still 
have somewhere*.

Also in 1998, I heard that Tom Jones was due to 
be in London for the Linda McCartney memorial 
concert. I called his son, Mark Woodward, and asked 
him if Tom would sing Delilah at Wembley and was 
met with a curt refusal.

Subsequently, the sell-out game became surrounded 
by much publicity, with England having the chance 
to win a Grand Slam, the last played in Wembley 
before the millennium and the last before the 
Italians joined and the last before the new stadium 
became ready in Cardiff. So, Haydn and myself went 
to talk to Max down in Cardiff and on the return 
journey I spoke to Mark again about Tom Jones 

appearing and agreed a fee in tickets. They wanted 
20. I trawled around and managed to pull together 8 
and the deal was done. 

I thought, Job Done, but little did I realise what 
problems will still be in store!!

When I met Tom, I found out that he was very 
nervous about appearing - he had never appeared 
before such a large crowd (his previous biggest at 
Las Vegas was 16,000); he had never been to a rugby 
match and he was unsure of the words of the Welsh 
National Anthem. I reassured him by saying I would 
speak to the BBC producer in charge of the game, 
which I subsequently did, and he agreed to keep the 
cameras off Tom during the Anthem (he didn’t). He 
was also puzzled as to why we wanted him to sing 
Delilah, which had never been a traditional Welsh 
favourite and when I asked him if he’d like the choir 
to laugh after he sang “She stood there laughing” he 
was even more puzzled!

He asked about the facilities at Wembley and 
whether I could get an additional 12 tickets, plus 
a half time Welsh party hosted by the WRU, who 
declined. The facilities at Wembley were awful - they 
gave him an office to change in and there were no 
facilities for him to get on to the pitch from his 
“dressing room” without passing through the crowd. 
But we eventually got our 20 tickets and half-time 
party when I explained to the WRU what a cool 
event it would be and how it was the first time Tom 
had been to a match.

The news about Max and Tom was now travelling 
at the speed of light and on the Thursday before 
the game, Tom and entourage came to our weekly 
rehearsal with our conductor Dr Haydn James, who 
was conducting all of our games at Wembley, at 
the London Welsh Centre on Gray’s Inn Road and 
enjoyed a “loosener” at the Calthorpes pub over the 
road. His voice absolutely floored everybody!

Tom Jones rehearsing with the choir at The London Welsh Centre 



in Gray’s Inn Road before the Wales v England game at Wembley.

Tom’s “dressing room” at Wembley was very poor 
and, about an hour before kick-off, I had to take 
him down to the opposite end of the ground 
for an interview with Bob Humphrys. The crowd 
didn’t know that he was due to appear and went 
crazy when they realised who was walking down 
the pitch with me! When we reached the posts, 
Bob was busy with another interview and, after 5 
minutes or so, I handed him over. While they were 
chatting, a girl came over and asked me if he was 
really Tom Jones! She was working for S4C and 
made a live commentary on the game. I said that 
he was and that he was very nervous. I told her I 
would bring Tom to her when he’d finished with 
Bob and suggested that she would make him feel 
more at home if she threw her knickers at him as 
he approached. She looked shocked, thought for a 
moment and then said, very apologetically, “I would, 
but I’m not wearing any today!.”

And then there was the match. Wales were losing by 
6 points in injury time but who will ever forget Scott 
Gibbs taking the ball from a Scott Quinnell pass 
and weaving his way to the try line. There was of 
course the small matter of the conversion to come 
but we had Neil Jenkins, top points scorer in the 
world taking the kick and the rest is legend as Wales 
won 32-31, handing the 5 Nations Championship to 
Scotland who had beaten France the day before in 
Paris.

On Monday, Max called me to say that he’d already 
given 3 interviews to Scottish radio/TV stations 
to explain how he’d won the Championship for 
Scotland. He called me the following week to say 
that he’d been offered a new series by the BBC!”

* This is the extra verse that Max Boyce wrote on 
the napkin which Jeremy’s still cherishes in his home 
in Patagonia.

And so farewell to England, and to this foreign clime.
Next time we’re back in Cardiff, if they finish it on 
time!
They say it has a sliding roof that you can move away -
They’ll slide it back when Wales attack - so God can 
watch us play.

And He’ll be singing ....

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ahm7j4lLl5U

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZuNPPoatC2I

The Rainbow Nation and a World Premiere

On 14 November, 1998, Wales played their last 
“Friendly” international game at their temporary 
home, Wembley Stadium in London. It was only a 
few months after what was called “Wales’ Darkest 
Day”, their 96-13 thrashing by South Africa in 
Pretoria.  The year before, President Nelson Mandela 
had ordered the formation of a commission in South 
Africa to produce a new national anthem to replace 
the dual anthem of Die Stem, in Afrikaans and Nkosi 
Sikelel’ i Afrika in the Xhosa language.

The London Welsh Male Voice choir were asked 
to sing the new anthem prior to the start of the 
match, yet it was very difficult to find any published 
copies of the new anthem. Jeremy Wood was put in 
charge of locating a copy, learning its pronunciation 
and explaining it to the choir, not the World’s 
greatest linguists.

After a week of fruitless searching, he rang a music 
store in Pretoria, South Africa’s capital, and asked 
if they had a copy. They said that they had a copy 
arranged for a mixed choir, but nothing for a male 
voice choir. They thought that it had never been 
sung by a male choir. They were very helpful and 
told how the government appointed commission 
had arrived at the new, 5 language anthem. They 
explained that the chairman of the commission, 
Professor Mzilikazi Khumalo, lived close by in 
Pretoria. Jeremy managed to get his phone number 
and called him, completely out of the blue. When 
the Professor answered the phone, he seemed to 
be having some trouble with his house boy (lots of 



shouts and screams) and asked Jeremy to call back. 
He did so about an hour later and informed him that 
the choir had been asked to sing the anthem but 
couldn’t fi nd a suitable version. Professor Khumalo 
said that it had only been scored for mixed choirs 
and immediately offered to develop a version for 
London Welsh and to dedicate it to the choir. He 
explained that he wrote music in sol-fa and would 
have to send it to Cape Town to be converted on 
a computer into “tadpoles”. All of this would take 
time!

Professor Mzilikazi Khumalo

Eventually, the music arrived and was distributed to 
the choir. All agreed that it would be impossible to 
learn and that it would have to be sung at the match 
with copies. All except a few, including Jeremy, who 
suggested it would be a betrayal of the Choir’s 
traditions to sing with artifi cial aids! So, the Choir 
got to grips with the Xhosa, Zulu, Sesotho, Afrikaans 
and English verses.

Of course, the story of the World Premiere of this 
new version of the anthem being planned for the 
game at Wembley Stadium eventually came to the 
notice of the press, and BBC Wales agreed to start 
their coverage of the “friendly” match in plenty of 
time for the Anthem to be sung live. The BBC were 
so interested, in fact, that they made a special 
program on the Friday night prior to the game, 
where the choir sung the anthem and they ran a live 
interview of Professor Khumalo by Bob Humphrys.

The next day, Wales held the South Africans to a 14-
all draw in the fi rst half, and the Springboks partially 
apportioned the blame on the Choir for terrifying 
them with such a splendid rendition of their anthem. 
Wales eventually lost 20-28 and we are all sure it 
would have been worse had it not been for London 
Welsh!!

Millennium Stadium 2013. 
The Greatest Anthem Ever?

The London Welsh Male Voice Choir has appeared 
before a Wales v England game three times and 
Wales have won all three. The last time was at the 
Millennium Stadium on Saturday 6th March 2013 
when we sang with another choir, Cantorion Colin 
Jones and the band of the Royal Regiment of Wales, 
again under the baton of Dr Haydn James who 
by this time had become Musical Director for the 
Welsh Rugby Union. Wales were on a good run and 
although they lost 22-30 to Ireland in the opening 
game of that season’s 6 Nations in Cardiff, they had 
beaten France 6-16 in Paris, Italy 9-26 in Rome and 
Scotland 18-28 in Murrayfi eld. England were again 
going for a Grand Slam and were favourites to beat 
Wales.

No one who was at the game will forget the Welsh 
anthem that day. The band stopped for a few bars 
and all that was heard was the sound of Welsh 
voices and commentators alike said that that was 
the catalyst as Wales went on to win 30-3, one of 
their biggest winning margins over England in recent 
times. 

The BBC said the game was played “In an 
atmosphere so ferocious it could have re-started a 
stopped heart” while Wales Online wrote “There are 
people who were at Cardiff Arms Park in 1989 and 
1993, when Wales chiselled out famous wins against 
the odds over England, who swore the atmosphere for 
the fi xture could never be bettered.
They were wrong. Totally wrong.

For the 2013 version of one of the great contests in 
sport, the Millennium Stadium had never been more 
vibrant, nor more intimidating for the opposition.”



The Wales hooker that day, Richard Hibbard, said he 
knew Wales were going to win during a rendition of 
the Welsh national anthem that seemed to hit the 
roof and then bounce back down again, crashing 
around the ground. Maybe Hen Wlad Fy Nhadau 
may have been sung more exhilaratingly over the 
years, but it’s hard to think when.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=imy2SZhidqY

The Rugby World Cup, Millennium Stadium 
Cardiff October 1st 1999

The London Welsh Male Voice Choir outside the Millennium 

Stadium for the opening of the Rugby World Cup in 1999.

The London Welsh Male Voice Choir were invited to 
join other choirs as part of a massed choir to sing 
at the opening ceremony of the World Cup at The 
Millennium Stadium in October 1999 under the 
musical direction of Grant Llewellyn. Somehow my 
memory of this event is quite vague as we didn’t get 
any tickets for the game itself which was Wales v 
Argentina and had to leave the ground to watch it at 
a pub! Wales won 28-18.

The choir before the Wales v Japan World Cup group game.

Eight days later however the choir were back in 
Cardiff for the Wales v Japan World Cup game. 
I remember singing the Japanese anthem for a 
Japanese fi lm crew outside the City Arms pub in 
Cardiff before the game and we were given tickets 
to see this game by the WRU where Wales went on 
to beat Japan convincingly 64-15.

The choir did not return to the Millennium Stadium 
for another four years in 2003 , singing before 
the Wales v Ireland 6 nations game where Ireland 
scraped home 24-25, winning by a last minute 
O’Gara drop goal.

The French Connection. February 7th 1998: 
Two choirs for the price of one!

It was the inaugural game at the new French 
Stadium, Stade France in Paris. France played 
England in the 6 Nations and the French Rugby 
Union wanted representative choirs from all of the 
Nations to sing at the opening ceremony. 

The choir hired two buses to take us to Paris on the 
Friday, via Eurotunnel and I do remember it being a 
very interesting and entertaining journey, arriving 
at the hotel about 6.00pm, just the right time for a 
night out in Paris.

The opening event called for a choir of no more than 
40 choristers so we had the very diffi cult decision of 
choosing 40 out of the almost 100 choristers that 
we had on our books at that time. The organisers 
came to our rescue however, when they informed 
us that they couldn’t get an Irish choir to make the 
trip to France that weekend so could we, The London 
Welsh Male Voice Choir, also provide the ‘Irish 
Choir’? Of course we could so we split the choir into 
two groups of 40, the Welsh choir in our customary 
red jackets, and the Irish choir in black dinner jackets 



with green folders for the music. Haydn conducted 
both choirs.

The main memory that I had of the event is that all 
choirs sang to a completely empty stadium as it was 
al least three hours before kick-off! 

Another memory of this Paris adventure was the 
refreshments provided to the choirs. If you sing in 
Cardiff you will get a bottle of water and sometimes 
a £5 token to spend in one of the stadium bars. In 
Wembley we had a packed lunch consisting of a 
carton of fruit juice, an apple, a packet of crisps and 
a sandwich. In Paris we were treated to a four course 
meal with wine and silver service. Wonderful.

My memories of the Saturday night in Paris are 
somewhat hazy but I do remember having a 
great time going from bar to bar singing in Welsh 
which confused the French as they had just played 
England!

Cricket lovely Cricket. England v South Africa, 
Lords Saturday 23rd July 1994

The choir singing at Lord’s Cricket Ground in 1994

Who would have ever thought that The London 
Welsh Male Voice Choir would be invited to tread on 
the sacred turf of Lord’s Cricket Ground? Well we did 
just that on Saturday 23rd July 1994 and although 
we didn’t get to stand on the hallowed square we 
did get to stand in front of one of the screens in one 
of the most important matches to be held there.

This game was the fi rst time that a South Africa test 
side was allowed to compete in an international 
cricket game since the breakdown of apartheid and 

their fi rst tour of England for 29 years. Again, media 
interest was huge. We sang at lunch on the Saturday 
getting a rousing ovation from this normally 
conservative crowd. South Africa won by 356 runs.

Chorister Jeremy Wood was asked to write an article 
for the Daily Telegraph re the cricket test, pointing 
out that the last time the South Africans had faced 
100 red coated Welshmen, it had been at the battle 
of Isandlwana in the Zulu wars!

In League with the Devil. 
The Rugby League Cup Final 25th August 2007

The London Welsh Male Voice Choir walking off the pitch at 
Wembley.

I remember as a rugby-mad teenager growing up in 
the Rhondda hearing that dreaded phrase “he’s gone 
north”, meaning that one of the star Welsh players 
had forsaken the game of rugby union and ‘sold his 
soul to the Devil’ by turning professional. Rugby 
League has claimed a lot of great Welsh players 
over the years, and, in retrospect you can’t really 
blame them as they probably had a young family 
to support and only a few years to make the most 
of their skills, but in those heady, amateur days you 
didn’t quite see it like that and so rugby league was 
seen as an enemy.

Rugby Union turned professional in 1995 and that 
changed everything with union players being paid 
as much, if not more, that their league counterparts 
and various league players returned to rugby union. 
All was forgiven.

So one of the great memories that I have with the 
choir is singing at the Rugby League Challenge 
Cup Final at Wembley in August 2007. One of our 
choristers, Ian Edwards, ex BBC sports reporter, 



became the Press Officer for Rugby League so was 
able to use his contacts to invite the choir to sing at 
this prestigious event. The game featured St Helen’s 
v The Catalan Dragons, which caused a bit of a 
headache as we had to learn the Catalan Anthem off 
by heart, no mean feat.

Another of my childhood memories is watching the 
FA Cup Final on a small, flickering, black and white 
television set and hearing ‘Abide with Me’ sang by 
the crowd and I never thought that one day I would 
stand on Wembley’s pitch and sing it to a packed 
stadium. Even writing this now I can remember the 
emotion of that song. It was a gloriously sunny day 
and we were to join forces with the Band of the 
Royal Marines, an absolute pleasure in itself, as we 
marched onto the new Wembley Stadium. We got 
to the stadium very early and almost had the place 
to ourselves, as we rehearsed and practiced walking 
onto the pitch while trying to keep out of the sun 
and stay cool.

The game itself was a bit of a let-down as St Helen’s 
were by far the better side beating the Catalan 
Dragons 30 points to 8 and the Catalans didn’t really 
compete on that day even though it was the first 
time that they had reached the final, but what a 
wonderful memory.

Rehearsing with The Band of the Royal Marines.

Walking onto the pitch.

The photos of the choir at Wembley for the Rugby 
League Challenge Cup Final are by Russell Cheyne, a 
friend of our much missed John Downing.

London 2012 Olympics

2012 has to go down as one of the greatest years in 
London in modern times as the world came to this 
glorious city for the Olympic Games. Walking around 
town you were met by a cacophony of sound and 
vibrant colour as nations competed with each other 
to provide free entertainment on the streets.



The London Welsh Male Voice Choir teamed up with 
The London Welsh Rugby Club Choir, conducted by 
Michael Wyn Jones to sing the Olympic Anthem at 
the closing ceremony before an estimated audience 
of over 1 billion people. What a fantastic event and 
one that we will never forget.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iY6-
TEOUwBQ&feature=player_embedded

We returned to the Olympic Park for a special 
performance at Sports Relief in 2016.

I am indebted to Dr Haydn James for providing the details of the choir’s appearances below.  

With the exception of the opening of the World Cup in October 1999 and the closing ceremony of the 

2012 London Olympics, Haydn conducted the choir in all other appearances.

Feb 6 1993  - Wales v England, Cardiff Arms Park

23 July 1994  - England v South Africa Cricket, Lords

Nov 29 1997  - Wales v New Zealand, Wembley

Feb 7 1998  - France v England, Opening of new Stadium, Paris (we also provided the Irish choir….)

Mar 7 1998  - Wales v Scotland, Wembley

Apr 16 1998  - Wales v France, Wembley

Nov 14 1998  - Wales v South Africa, Wembley

Feb 20 1999  - Wales v Ireland, Wembley

Apr 11 1999  - Wales v England, Wembley

Oct 1 1999 - Opening Ceremony for Rugby World Cup (with massed choirs), Millennium Stadium, Cardiff.  

Grant Llewellyn conducted.

Oct 9 1999  - Wales v Japan, Millennium Stadium (RWC game)

Mar 22 2003  - Wales v Ireland, Millennium Stadium

Mar 18 2006  - Wales v France, Millennium Stadium

Mar 24 2007  - EDF Semi-Finals, Millennium Stadium

Apr 9 2006  - Powergen Final, Twickenham 

Aug 25 2007  - Rugby League Final, Wembley

Nov 24 2007  - Wales v South Africa, Millennium Stadium

Mar 21 2009  - Wales v Ireland, Millennium Stadium

Mar 16 2013  - Wales v England, Millennium Stadium

And also to Gethin Williams for providing valuable detailed information from the choir archive, and to Keith 

Warren for his infallible Memory.

Joe September 2020


