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Frances Kitching: Founder of the Abingdon Holiday Orchestra

The origins of TVYO date back to 1956, when Frances Kitching and Jeanne Fry started the
Abingdon Holiday Orchestra so that their string pupils could, “enjoy orchestral playing and
sociability, with the minimum of formality and finance”. The three or four-day orchestra
sessions took place during the Christmas and Easter holidays. Frances took care of
conducting duties initially, then brought in outstanding colleagues such as the composer
John Gardner, Laszlo Heltay, founder of the Schola Cantorum of Oxford, Bernard Rose of
Magdalen College, and Michael Tillett of Rugby School. Enthusiasm and growth were such
that by the orchestra’s tenth year there were well over 100 players in the celebratory concert,
and the main work was Shostakovich’s Ninth Symphony.

The holiday orchestra initiative led to the foundation in 1969 of the North Berks Youth
Orchestra, which became the Thames Vale Youth Orchestrain 1974. The existence and
continued flourishing of TVYO owes much to Frances Kitching’s desire to give high quality
orchestral experiences to young musicians in the Abingdon area and beyond.

Frances taught at Abingdon School and Oxford High School (strings), and Our Lady’s Convent
(singing). With her husband Alan she created the Unicorn Theatre within Abingdon’s Abbey
buildings, assisted in design detail by Christopher Ellis, art master at Radley College.
Numerous locals helped with the Unicorn construction work, including a willing team

of Radley boys. The first production in 1953 was “The Two Angry Women of Abingdon”

by Henry Porter. Music and drama activities in the theatre led to the famous annual series of
fifteen Handel opera revivals. Starting in 1959, these were directed by Alan and, until her
untimely death in 1968, conducted by Frances. She even made authentic eighteenth-century
costumes for the cast.

The Abingdonian Magazine of February 1969 records that, “Frances meant to us much more
than even an inspired teacher ... the best tribute to her lies in the continued flourishing of

her work, and the permanence of all that she founded.” TVYO and now TVIO are key elements
of her legacy.

With special thanks to Colin Kitching for reviewing an earlier draft and sharing additional
information about his mother's musical life and contribution.

John Melvin: TVYO Musical Director and Conductor (1976-1992)

John Melvin was educated at Stowe School, later studying clarinet at the Royal College of
Music under Frederick Thurston. After a spell in the pit of the Royal Shakespeare Theatre at
Stratford on Avon, he taught at a school in Egham and at the Downs School, Malvern. He
established links with Oxfordshire and ultimately the TVYO through his role as a coach on the
Abingdon Holiday Orchestra’s Christmas courses. Later he became Director of Music at the
Oxford High School in 1975.



John was appointed Musical Director of the TVYO in May 1976 and continued in that role until
May 1992. In that 16-year period the orchestra grew from around 45 young musicians to an
orchestra of 90 players; it also moved from one that could play only a very limited repertoire
to one that was able to tackle much of the mainstream 19" century repertoire and many
twentieth century works. Some 400 talented young musicians benefitted from weekly
rehearsals under his perceptive guidance. As a teacher and conductor, John was known as a
person with great musical sensitivity and energy, coupled with a unique flair for working with
young musicians and communicating to them his own enthusiasm for music. He was an
inspirational musician who drew some exceptionally fine performances from his players, and
he is remembered with warm affection.

Adapted from TVYO programme notes

Michael Stinton: TVYO Musical Director and Conductor (1992-2023)

Michael Stinton came originally from Kent, learning oboe initially at the Judd School
Tonbridge. He became principal oboist with the Kent County Youth Orchestra, before gaining
an Instrumental Scholarship to Worcester College, Oxford to read Music. His activities there
included a performance of the Strauss Oboe Concerto with the University Orchestra. He also
sangin the Schola Cantorum and was active as an orchestral and choral conductor. He
continued studies on the oboe with Janet Craxton, Michael Dobson and Celia Nicklin, all at
the Royal Academy of Music. After spending 5 years as Assistant Director of Music at St
Paul’s School London, he took up the appointment of Director of Music at Abingdon School
where he remained until his retirement in 2023. Jonny Greenwood, the co-founder of the
group Radiohead, who also played viola in the TVYO, was an early GCSE pupil of Michael’s.

Michael was appointed Musical Director of the TVYO in 1992 and provided inspiring
leadership for the orchestra over the next 31 years, greatly extending the Orchestra’s
reputation. In an Oxford Mail article in 2012 celebrating his 20" anniversary with the
orchestra, Michael observed, “Our primary aim is to nurture talent where we see it, but it’s
also about seeing youth at their very best ...When it comes to a concert, they’re well turned
out, they’re playing well, they’re very focused. They’re working together, they’re
concentrating, and they’re producing wonderful results.”

In over three decades at the helm of the TVYO, Michael lost none of his passion and
enthusiasm for introducing a challenging repertoire to talented young musicians and
introducing them to the joys of performing. He could be demanding as he pushed players to
excel but was equally supportive and generous with his praise. Over his tenure, Michael was
instrumental in the development of many young musicians who gained the skills and
confidence to study in conservatoires and music schools and go on to professional careers.
Michael worked tirelessly to build relationships with schools and music teachers encouraging
new members to join. His wonderful longevity and legacy of conducting and sustaining the
TVYO for 31 years seems unlikely to be equalled in the future.
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