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SingBarbershop . . . and Grow
During 2003Taunton B.H.C. were allotted an Arts Council South West Grant to aid growth and development. A part of this was to help fund a 12-week ‘4-Part Harmony Singing Course’ for men. The Course ran from 18th September ~ 11th December. This is what happened.
During Spring/Summer of 2003 the management of our club discussed various approaches to the issue of recruitment. Previously tried methods i.e.: Bring a Singer : Guest Nights : Leaflet Dropping etc. had not worked well for us. It was thought perhaps, that recruiting a larger number of men simultaneously may offer us a better chance of success. The vehicle for this was to be a 12-week 4-part Harmony Singing Course. The aim of the Course was to gather together as many potential members as possible and provide, through a quality level of instruction over an extended timescale, a large-group recruitment opportunity for the Rivertones Chorus. Whilst appreciating that this would involve us in considerable work and commitment to plan and achieve, the potential benefits of doing so were obvious ~ 

· Bringing a number of men together would create an inter-supportive peer group.

· Hopefully a degree of bonding and fellowship could be fostered during this time – between members of the group and with Rivertones members.

· The Course group would all be on the same learning curve.

· The 12-week timescale would encourage a ‘Thursday Night’ habit.

Three factors aided our decision to go ahead ~

1. During June we received an Arts Council South West grant to part-fund the project. (Total cost of this project was to be around £7-800).

2. There were to be no Chorus Prelims this year to distract us from the project.

3. Peter Gover and Nick Graves, our Chorus and Assistant Chorus Directors, were 100% committed to the project and would prove pivotal to its success.

Our Course was not aimed at any specific socio-economic group. Neither did we attempt to sell Barbershop Harmony, fun, fellowship, B.A.B.S., international fraternity ~ or any idea of membership of the Rivertones. Rather, we centered our ‘product’ purely and simply on providing a musically educational experience for those men who may want to learn to sing in harmony – or who may just want learn to sing better. To novice and experienced singer alike, the ‘sales pitch’ was to be a simple intellectual deal. ‘Learn to Sing in 4-Part Harmony – FREE!’ No strings attached. To reinforce the benefit of the Course and its value (FREE!), we deliberately timed its delivery to coincide with the fee-charging Autumn Courses being provided by local Community College evening classes, September ~ December. Equally, our Arts Council funding for the project enabled us to deliberately figure the Council’s logo in all our promotional literature. Doing so strongly established the Course’s credentials and undoubtedly helped to ‘rubber-stamp’ its worth. Our aim from the onset was to accumulate positive prospective member ‘sales leads’ as the Course progressed.
In fact, the prospect for inviting men to become members of our Chorus would come much later, as the course moved through its sixth and seventh week.

Our advertising strategy consisted very simply of 2000 sales brochures, some 200 posters, plus a quarter-page advertorial coupled with an editorial feature in a local free distribution newspaper. All of these were widely distributed throughout Taunton Deane area, in Post Offices, shops, Libraries etc. The brochures also supported our member’s individual personal approaches, helping them to get our message across. Interestingly, responses were about one third / two thirds divided between cold ‘off-the-page’ advertising and personal contact. This fact still supports our knowledge that well-supported personal contact with a good ‘hook’ (in this case, the Course) remains a strong approach to recruitment. Whilst personal contacts were being made earlier, the advertising programme was timed for release about a fortnight before the start-date of the Course. It seemed to work about right. Our hoped-for aim had been to enrol up to 20 men on our Course. Enquirers were immediately mailed out with course details, an enrolment form and a   first-class S.A.E., to help ensure its speedy return. The response rate was rather frantic.

Over 30 men enrolled on our Course.
On Course opening night – 18th September – pre-prepared Harmony College-style music and welcome packs including teach-tapes of all Course material, were distributed. From the start we were determined to project as professional an image as possible towards the Course group. The Course content itself, more than ably controlled by Nick Graves and Peter Gover, was very much a part of our actual ‘sales strategy’. It was given 100% focus – and the group responded.

As the Course progressed, so too did our recruitment activity. We ~

· Showed video-clips of top quartets and choruses in action.

· Passed out our ‘Fellowship in Song ~ Harmony in Life’ flier.

· Gave time to socializing between Course and Rivertones members.

· Continued to impress our guests with the level of singing quality that all Barbershop Singers aspire to.

· Passed around (week 6) our ‘Would you like to join the Rivertones?’ flier.

· B.A.B.S. Director of Marketing, Laurie Whittle, also provided us with back copies of Harmony Express, and also arranged for the two most current issues to be mailed out directly to individual members of the Group. This proved to have a very positive effect, providing the Group with a supportive overview of our Barbershop hobby.

Throughout the Course, we were very pleasantly surprised by the level of enthusiasm and speed of learning demonstrated by the group. By its end, five songs and a handful of tags had been mastered - largely copies down! In addition we had also demonstrated warm-up techniques, breath management, vowels and tone production. These were supported with instructional handouts. This rate of progress was due, in no small part, to the teaching and entertainment skills of both Peter and Nick ~ both exhibiting levels of ability that perhaps even they didn’t fully appreciate that they possessed ~ a great double act!

Our Course was rounded off on 11th December (we had a singout on the 4th) with a ‘Mince Pies and Wine’ get-together and a ‘Certificate of Attendance’ being presented to each man as a personal memento of his time spent with us. Of the 33 men who had originally enrolled on our Course, 23 saw it through to its conclusion and 16 men will be joining us in January 2004.
All of us, in the Rivertones Chorus, consider our Harmony Singing Course to have been a great success, in several ways. For ourselves, it simply gave us a great deal of satisfaction to take on board a large group of men and to teach them how to sing ‘our stuff’ competently in just 12 short weeks. It was fun, too! For those men who, though they enjoyed the course but felt that they could not commit on a more regular basis, it provided an enjoyable – though brief – excursion into the world of singing barbershop harmony. But for the sixteen men who will join us in January 2004 – well, they have already got teach tapes and music for the first three songs of our repertoire. They just can’t wait.

Some of their comments, found in group-members’ personal ‘End of Course Evaluation Forms,’ were particularly uplifting for us ~ “Very, very high standard being achieved,” “Excellent,” “When’s the next one?”  “I am impressed with the tuition,” “Fantastic,” “I’ll join!” And the best until last! One Course member, a long-time chorister who would have wished to join us but was unable to do so, nevertheless wrote a remarkable letter of thanks to Nick Graves.  In it he says, “We have been warmly welcomed and encouraged to make the most of the valuable opportunity the course provided, in a friendly atmosphere. It has brought home to me the individual and collective dedication of good barbershop singers, who, in their willingness to learn and practice in private, put to shame many older-established and nominally more prestigious organisations.”  Such a warm tribute could very easily reflect the hard work and dedication that is regularly being exhibited throughout our entire barbershop fraternity. 

This whole project has been one big success story for the Rivertones and offered us a completely transformed vision for our future. Are we going to do it again? You Bet!
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