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Editors’ Note 

Welcome to the 
October edition 
of Grapevine. 

Sadly this will be my 
last edition of 
Grapevine as after 
30 years of choral singing I have 
advised the Choirs President and 
Music Director of my decision to 
retire.  
 

I have been associated with choral 

singing for the past thirty (30) years 

and I believe it’s time to call it a day. 

Throughout my adult life I have had 

a passion for singing and have sung 

with several choral societies 

including Sydneysiders Barbershop 

Chorus, Sydney Harmony Silver 

Medal Barbershop Chorus, 

Barbershop Gold Medal Quartet, (my 

quartet entertained Greater Sydney 

Retirement Village residents over a 

period of eight (8) years), Sydney 

Male Choir and finally Ku-ring-gai 

Male Choir. 

               October 2021 

My wife Jan and I are keen travellers 

and have double vaccinations so 

when the restrictions are lifted, we 

would like to resume our travels and 

reduce our “wish list” of countries to 

visit. 

During my time in the Choir, I have 

had the opportunity to contribute as 

a regular member of the T2 section 

and as Editor of the monthly 

newsletter Grapevine which I have 

found enjoyable and fulfilling. I trust 

that the friendships I have developed 

will last well into the future. 

I wish everyone, Good Health, Keep 

Safe and Sing Well. 

    Message from the President 

This is an historic edition of 

“Grapevine”, being the last by Tony 

Rathbone, who is leaving the Choir 

after 4 years, so that he and Jan can 

pursue post-

COVID-lockdown 

overseas travel. It 

is a sad loss for 

us all: Tony has 

made a major 

contribution by 

producing a high-

quality newsletter, as well as a 

detailed summary of the Choir’s 

history, complete with appropriate 

logos! We shall also miss you Tony 

as a member of the T2s. Thank you 

sincerely for all you have done to 



enrich the Choir, and we wish you 

and Jan very happy travels. 

This is also an historic time for the 

Choir, due to the appointment of the 

Governor of NSW, Her Excellency 

The Honourable 

Margaret Beazley 

AC QC and her 

husband Mr 

Dennis Wilson as 

joint Vice Regal 

Patrons of the 

Choir. How 

wonderful to have 

these very fine 

public figures as our Patrons, and 

we are looking forward to meeting 

them in due course. I want to thank 

Kim Rennick for achieving this coup 

for the Choir. Unfortunately, it is not 

possible for people who are not Vice 

Regal to share patronage with them, 

so we have asked Jonathan O’Dea if 

he would become a Friend of KMC.  

Since I last wrote to you, Jane and I 

have returned to Sydney, and the 

lockdown has ended (and we also 

have a new Premier!). We are 

expecting that we will be able to 

return to face-to-face rehearsals in 

December, which would give us an 

opportunity to invite some 

prospective new members to meet 

us. In the meantime, Paul and Gerry 

continue to provide excellent Zoom 

rehearsals, enhanced by part 

practices and breakout rooms. 

Remember that Hank Xiang will be 

joining us on Zoom on November 9 

to play Schumann’s Forest Scenes: 

not to be missed! 

Also not to be missed is our 

Christmas Dinner, to be held on 

Tuesday, November 30 at 6:30 for 

7pm at Hornsby RSL. 

Bruce Sharpham will 

soon be sending out 

invitations for this, and I 

am sure that you will ALL want to 

take advantage of this opportunity to 

catch up with everyone for the first 

time in many months. We shall also 

be conferring a Life Membership and 

20-year memberships then. It should 

be a great evening.  

Sadly, this is the last Grapevine 

newsletter, unless someone steps 

forward to continue the work that 

Tony has established. However, 

gladly, we are looking forward to 

better times, with resumption of live 

rehearsals and, next year, concert 

performances. 

Farewell Message 

By Stuart Hill 

As you know, I am leaving the choir 
and moving to Queensland. We will 
be leaving Sydney on Saturday the 
23rd of October. 

I joined the choir in 2014 as a result 
of Maria organising and pushing me 
to do it. I was told throughout my life 
that I could not sing so I was very 
unsure and felt quite intimidated. It 
was many months before I felt 
confident to formally join, again 
Maria pushed me into it, and I was 
finally able to sing in concerts. The 
support and encouragement of choir 
members to do this was exceptional 
and I would particularly like to thank 
Arthur. 

During my time in the choir, I have 
been given the opportunity to 
contribute including as Vice 
President, President, Web Master 
and when the pandemic struck. 



These have been enjoyable and 
fulfilling roles and I thank the choir 
for the opportunity. 

Paul’s musical leadership of the 
choir has been outstanding. His 
energy, enthusiasm, skill, and 
commitment are truly 
inspirational.  Please pass on my 
thanks to Paul. 

There have been many wonderful 
moments over the years. One 
incident that stands out in my mind 
occurred at Galston. After the 
concert a very senior lady 
approached me and said, ‘You know 
sonny, it is very hard to be unhappy 
when you are singing.”  I think this is 
very true.  Maria has commented on 
several occasions that I always 
come home happy on a Tuesday 
night. 

The choir has been one of the best 
community groups I have joined, and 
the experiences have been 
memorable. The choir has given me 
far more than I have given it and I 
really appreciate the contribution 
that it has made to my life. 

I wish everyone all the best. 

Regards 

Stuart 

    MCAA Bulletin 11 

The MCAA Committee met on Friday, 
15th October 2021, via Zoom in 

accordance with 
its commitment 
stated in the 
previous Bulletin 
to meet quarterly 
to review and 
monitor Covid-19 

circumstances across the country. 

The Committee quickly agreed that 
current prospects of determining a 
date for our next festival in Sydney 
remained remote. 
 
Notwithstanding NSW’s recent 
juggling of its political leaders and 
bringing forward much of its 
roadmap, certain LGAs continue to 
be locked down. Victoria’s numbers 
have spiked considerably and 
remain worryingly high despite the 
lifting of many restrictions 
especially in Melbourne. The ACT’s 
numbers remain annoyingly 
persistent although the border with 
NSW was opened today. All other 
state borders remain closed whilst 
some international borders are 
teasing that they will open soon(?) 
Queensland and WA are virtually 
unaffected, but their borders remain 
closed to those from affected areas. 
Further the doubt remains that if a 
person travels interstate, on what 
conditions will they be able to return, 
if at all. 
 
The committee discussed the 
following: -  
The current Covid-19 changes and 
requirements in NSW and Sydney 
related to mandatory social 
distancing and mask wearing for 
choral singing in indoor venues and 
for performances. Clearly, such 
current restrictions make it totally 
impractical to contemplate our type 
of festival in the near future - The 
ongoing challenges for our national 
association to bring its constituent 
parts together. - Concerns about 
infection rates when restrictions are 
lifted, and which sections of society 
might be impacted. 
 
BUT: 
 
Vaccination rates are impressive 
and respective 70% and 80% targets 



are expected to be attained soon. - 
Therefore, we should assume a 
positive outlook and develop a plan 
with more definition once 
confidence exists to formulate it. 
The committee resolved to 
reconvene in the first week of 
February 2022 with a view to 
exhausting the possibility of 
establishing a date later in 2022 for 
the planned festival in Sydney.  
 
The Sydney Organising Committee’s 
(SOC) meeting was deferred due to 
the calling of the MCAA Committee’s 
meeting. In light of the MCAA 
Committee’s decision above, the 
SOC will not reconvene until more 
concrete dates and plans can be 
provided. 
 
The Committee accepts that the 
above information continues the 
dispiriting environment for choral 
singing activities, but it is out of the 
control of the Committee. 
NEIL FLEMING 
President  
16th October 2021 

 

Perfect Pitch: Blessing or Curse 

       By Gerry Foley (Part 1) 

Perfect pitch is a skill that very few 

people have, but many would love to 

acquire. It is said 

that only about 

one in ten 

thousand have 

this ability.  

I have only 

known a few people with true 

absolute pitch. One such is our dear 

choir accompanist Grace. I had a 

suspicion that she might have this 

ability, and one day had the 

opportunity to see it in action—at a 

barbecue for her 70th birthday, as it 

happened. I asked Grace whether 

she was happy to sing a particular 

note then have me check it on her 

grand piano. She was fine with this 

plan, so I asked her to sing Db, which 

she proceeded to do. 

Ongoing inside to check, 

I was puzzled to find her 

note was way out from 

the correct one, and with 

some trepidation I went 

back outside to report 

the result. But she said “Db? I 

thought you asked for Bb!” And sure 

enough, when I checked again, she 

was spot on.  

Having absolute pitch can provide a 

musician with some advantages. It 

means that you know ahead of time 

what a particular 

note should sound 

like —so a jazz 

improviser like Nat 

King Cole knew 

exactly what note, or 

notes, to play to affect the sound he 

was imagining. Or, if you know how 

a melody sounds you could play the 

notes accurately in any key you 

choose. But it is not all plain sailing. 

For a start, a pianist with absolute 

pitch finds it most uncomfortable 

playing on a piano where the pitch 

has dropped, even slightly—as 

Grace would find occasionally when 

playing at the retirement villages. 

Even worse is when a musician is 

asked to transpose at sight, because 

the notes sound differently to what 

they are seeing on the printed page. 

The great accompanist Gerald 

Moore had absolute pitch when he 

was young but found it was torture 

when the singers asked him to 

transpose a piece up or down at 

sight. He reported in his entertaining 



autobiography “The Unashamed 

Accompanist” that he eventually— 

“mercifully”—lost his absolute pitch 

ability.  

Absolute pitch is such an interesting 

phenomenon. People with the skill 

say that each note has its own 

distinctive character—some even 

describing notes as having different 

colors. In the second installment we 

will delve a little into the 

mathematics and science of musical 

pitch—and discover that birds and 

babies share something in common: 

they all hear pitch as absolute! In the 

meantime, check whether you 

yourself have some sense of 

absolute pitch by thinking of some of 

our choir songs, e.g. “It’s a Grand 

Night for Singing” and checking on a 

keyboard whether the first note of 

the song that you can hear in your 

head is correct. (I just tried this 

myself, but found I was a semitone 

out—Grand Night starts on F#, but I 

sang F. So, it does not look like I 

have absolute pitch. But wait! I just 

tried the first note of Happy Birthday, 

which usually starts on middle C, 

and I was right on the money—so 

there might be hope for me yet.)  

Perfect Pitch: Blessing or Curse 

By Gerry Foley (Part 2) 
What is a musical note exactly? It’s 
our perception of the effect of 
vibrations emanating from an 

instrument, e.g. 
a plucked guitar 
string or a 
column of air in 
a clarinet. The 
frequency of 
these vibrations 

is measured in Hertz, or cycles per 
second. For example, the frequency 
of the lowest note on a piano, A0, is 
27.5 Hz. Ascending one octave we 

get A1 55 Hz; then A2 110, A3  220, A4 
440, A5 880, A6 1760, and A7 3520. 
You will recognise A4 440 as 
“concert pitch”, the note given by 
the oboe when a symphony 
orchestra tunes up (it’s the A above 
middle C on the piano).  
 
You will also notice that the 
successive frequencies of the 
octaves double each time: they don’t 
increase by fixed amounts. You will 
recall that we discussed this 
frequency doubling of octaves in the 
Tuning Systems bulletin articles. 
 
So how do we perceive these 
frequencies? We don’t hear the 
frequencies of the octaves doubling, 
we perceive them as increasing by a 
fixed amount. Our clever brains 
apply a “flattening algorithm” to 
provide a linear instead of 
exponential increase (our brains do 
something similar with sound 
intensity—we sense it in linearly 
increasing decibels rather than 
exponential intensity levels). 
 
Looking at this idea mathematically, 
if F is the frequency and N is the 
index for the various A notes (shown 
in the notes’ subscripts), we get: 
 
F=27.5x2N … (i) 
 
You can check that this works 
properly by letting N=0, giving 
F=27.5 for A0; N=1, giving F=55 for 
A1; and so on. You’ll see that these 
are indeed the frequencies of our A 
notes. You’ll also notice that we have 
an exponential equation because 
we’re taking powers of 2. The range 
of frequencies F perceptible to the 
human ear is from about 20 Hz to 
20,000 Hz—which is huge (and not 
accessible to all of us in the choir!) 
 



To cope with this vast frequency 
range our brains apply a logarithmic 
transformation to the frequencies to 
level them down. Mathematically, 
this process is equivalent to taking 
the log to base 2 of F, leading to the 
the following equation, where P is 
the perceived frequency: 
 
P=2N+log 227.5   or P≈2N+4.8 … (ii) 
 
This allows us to calculate the 
perceived frequencies of our A 
notes. However, here’s where things 
get a little tricky, because our 
perception of pitch is subjective—
whereas we can accurately measure 
the number of cycles per second of 
a note to find its frequency, we can’t 
put a definite number on the 
subjective perceived pitch level of a 
note in our heads; in fact, the value 
is arbitrary, meaning that the 4.8 in 
equation (ii) is arbitrary. But the 
equation does show us that we 
perceive the pitch increasing by the 
same amount as we go from octave 
to octave—that’s why octaves sound 
perfectly in tune with each other. 
 
Let’s see what values we get for the 
perceived pitches of our series of A 
notes by substituting values of N 
into equation (ii). 
 
For N=0, A0≈4.8, remembering that 
that 4.8 is just some arbitrary 
number assigned to the perceived 
pitch of A0. 
 
For N=1, A1≈5.8, that is, the 
perceived pitch of A0 increased by 1. 
 
For N=2, A2≈6.8, that is, the 
perceived pitch of A1 increased by 1. 
 
And so, it continues, with the 
perceived pitch of each octave 
increasing by 1 each time. So, the 
equation tells us that the perceived 

pitch of the octave increases by a 
fixed amount for each jump—not in 
the exponential manner of the 
original frequency equation (i). 
 
We can work out in which octave the 
upper hearing limit of 20,000 Hz 
would sit by substituting 20,000 for F 
in us that the upper hearing limit for 
humans is somewhere between A9 
and A10. We see here the powerful 
levelling effect of our hearing, 
because we perceive 20,000 Hz  as 
only a bit over two octaves higher 
than the highest note A on the piano! 
 
In the chart below we can see the 
blue Frequency graph taking off 
exponentially (as far as A4 440), 
while the orange Perceived Pitch 
graph increases very slowly, in a 
straight line—but bear in mind that 
the latter graph is based on arbitrary 
constants, the important thing being 
that it is linear, not exponential.  
 

Uh–oh, it looks as though I’ve used 
up my allotted space. The final 
instalment in this series will return to 
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the concept of perfect pitch, and 
we’ll investigate the absolute pitch 
capabilities of birds and babies! 

 

Perfect Pitch: Blessing or Curse 

By Gerry Foley (Part 3)  

In this article we’ll finally learn how 

Ab and G# can be treated as different 

notes, and how string players and 

singers manage 

to produce notes 

with intervals 

closer to just 

intonation than 

is possible in the 

equal temperament system used in 

pianos and various other 

instruments. 

The 55 Division System of tuning 

A system of tuning that consistently 

allows intervals that are close to just 

intonation divides the octave into 55 

equal intervals called “commas” 

(from the Greek word for “cut”) 

where a comma is 1/9 of a tone. 

There are no such things as equal 

semitones in this system: a 

semitone is either wide or narrow, 

consisting of either 5 or 4 commas – 

i.e., either slightly sharp or slightly 

flat. The rule that applies to 

semitones is: if the note letter name 

changes for the notes forming the 

semitone it’s wide; if the note letter 

name stays the same, it’s narrow. So 

wide semitones are found, for 

example, in C<->Db, D<->Eb, E<->F 

(!), F#<->G, B<->C; and narrow 

semitones are found in C<->C#, E<-

>Eb, G<->G#, A<->Ab etc. 

So, whereas in the equal 

temperament systems all semitones 

have the same width, in this system 

there are both wide and narrow 

semitones. Because of this each 

black note can be played two 

different ways depending on the 

situation. For instance, in the key of 

D the interval F# to G would be a 

wide semitone (the note letter names 

are different); but in the key of Gb, 

the interval Gb to G would be a 

narrow semitone (the note letter 

names are the same). But on the 

piano F#/Gb to G is a single 

semitone interval. 

To determine the frequency ratios in 

this system we have to divide the 

octave into 55 equal parts by finding 

a number such that when we 

multiply the frequency of a 

commencing note by it 55 times, we 

end up exactly one octave higher 

(this parallels the method of setting 

up equal temperament with 12 equal 

semitones). This factor must be √𝟐
𝟓𝟓

, 

because when multiplied by itself 55 

times it gives 2, i.e., √𝟐
𝟓𝟓 𝟓𝟓

=2, which 

doubles the original frequency and 

gives a note an octave higher. If we 

assign a frequency of 1 to C for 

simplicity, then C to C# will be a 

narrow semitone of width 4 commas, 

so we must multiply 1 by √𝟐
𝟓𝟓

  four 

times to find its frequency ratio – i.e., 

1x √𝟐
𝟓𝟓

x √𝟐
𝟓𝟓

x √𝟐
𝟓𝟓

x √𝟐
𝟓𝟓

≈ 1.052. The 

next note we want is Db which is a 

wide interval of 5 commas from C, so 

we multiply by √𝟐
𝟓𝟓

 once more, to get 

1.065. The next note, D, is a narrow 

interval from Db, which is 4 commas, 

so we multiply by √𝟐
𝟓𝟓

 four more 

times to get 1.120; and so on, all the 

way to C an octave above, by which 

time we’ve multiplied by √𝟐
𝟓𝟓

 fifty-

five times. The table shows the 

approximate frequencies for all the 

notes in the octave. Notice that Ab 



and G#, are different notes in this 

system. 

Frequencies of the notes in the 55 

Division system 

C 
C
# 

D
b 

D 
D
# 

E
b 

E F 
F
# 

1 

1.
0
5
2 

1.
0
6
5 

1.
1
2
0 

1.
1
7
8 

1.
1
9
3 

1.
2
5
5 

1.
3
3
6 

1.
4
0
5 

 

G
b 

G 
G
# 

A
b 

A 
A
# 

B
b 

B C 

1.
4
2
3 

1.
5
0
0 

1.
5
7
4 

1.
5
9
4 

1.
6
7
6 

1.
7
6
3 

1.
7
8
5 

1.
8
7
8 

2 

 

Generally, this system gives 

intervals that are closer to just 

intonation than the equal 

temperament system. For a start, C - 

G, the perfect fifth, is the same as the 

just intonation ratio, 3/2=1.5. The 

major third, E, has ratio 1.255, which 

is closer to the just intonation ratio 

5/4=1.25 than is the equal 

temperament ratio, 1.26. The minor 

third Eb, has ratio 1.193, which is 

closer to the just intonation ratio 

6/5=1.2 than is the equal 

temperament ratio, 1.189. The 55 

Division system will automatically 

give identical ratios in all keys: e.g., 

the major third E to G# will be the 

same ratio as the major third C to E. 

So, this is the system that violinists 

and singers use to get closer to just 

intonation, and we see why they 

choose to employ both wide and 

narrow semitones – and finally, 

indeed, we see why Ab and G# are 

treated as different notes! In fact 

there were harpsichords produced 

in the 17th Century that incorporated 

this system using split black keys – 

but for some reason they never 

caught on. 

I recall a conversation I had with 

Helen Ayres, the very fine violinist in 

the Seraphim Trio. When I asked her 

whether she uses wide and narrow 

semitones in the trio’s performances 

she said no, because to play in tune 

with pianist Anna Goldsworthy the 

violin and cello must use equal 

temperament. However, she went on 

to say that she also plays with a 

string quartet based in London, a 

group that really does play using 

wide and narrow semitones. She 

said that she finds it quite 

challenging to play that way and 

must concentrate hard to achieve 

the effect. That’s not surprising, 

because, whereas a pianist playing 

the semitone interval F# to G has 

only one option, a violinist has three: 

equal temperament, a bit flat or a bit 

sharp! 

As an endnote, there’s a record of 

some written harmony exercises 

that Mozart gave to his young Irish 

friend, the pianist John Field, where 

he used this very 55 Division system. 

 

To close, thank you all 
for your friendship 
over the years I have 
been with the choir 
keep safe, sing well. 
 
Yours in Harmony 
 
Tony (T2 retired) 


