
A Brief History of the Project

The Horsham Wesley Methodist Church was built in 1912 of local red bricks.  It featured red pine timber and semicircular seating with the floor sloping down towards the pulpit, thus creating a very intimate atmosphere.  Horsham’s successful iron foundry partner, James Millar, presented the beautiful pipe organ which  was an excellent example of organ-building of its period. The diapered designs on the display pipes were, and still are, out-standing.  The building is of considerable historical interest as there are practically no old buildings of any significance left in this city.

Horsham has long lacked a suitable venue for the Performing Arts.  Over the years our community has been unable to attract many artistic groups which would have added to our culture and enjoyment.  When in October 1990, the Uniting Church decided to sell the old Wesley Methodist Church, the vision was born of a centre for the performing arts.

In September 1991, a committee headed by Robert Langlands and Wendy Weight hoped to raise money to buy it for a Performing Arts Centre - owned by the people of Horsham. Other committee members were Ian Dickson, Margaret Scott, Robin Barber, Richard Morris, Suzanne Brooks and Andrew Wyatt. (Only Wendy still remains on the committee in 2005). 

By 1993 nothing much had happened; Robert Langlands retired as President and Wendy took over. She made ten booklets which had beautiful coloured pictures of the interior of the church with lots of information about how well it could work as a performing arts centre. Over the next three months she visited 400 families and by December $61,000 had been raised. The City Council was asked for assistance and came up with $2000. At the same time they gave $30,000 for a skateboard park near the Botanical Gardens, whose committee had raised $2000. Perhaps this reflects Horsham’s views on sport and the arts. However the Council decided that the small theatre at the Mechanics Institute should be developed and they put their money into that project - $480,000 for refurbishment of the theatre complex including the 120 seat performing space. The small theatre has a 12’ wide stage with no wings and was used for one play. It is now used for showing films to small audiences.

Meanwhile the Wesley committee kept doggedly on raising money and eventually bought the church in May, 1994 for $195,000. Council gave a $60,000 loan to be repaid over the following 6 years - the first $20,000 with interest and the remaining $40,000 interest free. The Sunday School was sold to Glenn Ryan for $60,000. It was a huge undertaking for a small number of people but their vision has been vindicated. 

The Horsham Music Club went out of existence in December, 1995 after serving the community for sixty years. Most of the members were elderly and younger people were not interested. They donated their two Brash Paling pianos (one baby grand and one upright) to Wesley, endowed twenty seats (at a total cost of $2000) for each life member, gave $1000 to the Brass Band and $1000 for a commemorative wall hanging for Wesley. This was designed and made by Marion Matthews and Robyn Jackman for the opening in 1999. 

By May 1995 the Wesley committee had to pay the second last purchase instalment of $40,000 with only $10,000 left in the bank. Committee members Andrew Wyatt, Brian Murray and Wendy Weight guaranteed a loan of $30,000 to help. The City Council waived the general rate of $905 but we had to pay water rates - (we did not have a toilet or a basin). The Council also wanted $6000 lodged with them to pay for future sewerage works. 

By now the organ console had been removed and put in storage on top of the timber racks at Weight’s shop, there was a new stage made of jarrah timber donated by Weights, the building had been completely rewired free of charge by the electricians of Horsham, Adrian Vanderwaal had painted the hall free of charge with paint donated by Taubmans and the teachers at the Horsham Music Academy had bought and made the curtains. The blue velvet material was purchased for $4.00 a metre. 

In May 1995, Wesley was ready for its opening concert. The Committee had a frantic Saturday performing the final touches. Rick Stephens and Herb Krelle were moving the two pianos in, Michael Giddings and Marg Scott were vacuuming, Robert and Judy Evans were dusting the pews, John Weight and Andrew Wyatt were putting the last coat of stain on the panelling, Brian Murray and Philip Weight were putting up the steel rods for the black curtains, Lea Crammond and Kaye Valpied were threading the chains through the hems of the black curtains, Rosemary Nurse and Wendy Weight were hemming the velvet curtains, and Marie Schirmer was arranging the flowers when Andrew’s mobile phone rang. Andrew answered “Horsham Lunatic Asylum here” whereupon the caller hung up.  

The pews were not part of the church sale. They were available for an extra $5000 so 300 sixty-year-old seats were purchased from the Castlemaine Theatre at a cost of $4000. They were in a shocking condition and it took eighteen months of working bees to make them presentable. They were reupholstered by Trevor Harding and were installed a row at a time over many months. Supporter were encouraged to endow seats for $100.  Each one has a small name plaque. Dennis Wade loaned us two gas heaters attached to large bottles until we could afford to install six permanent heaters in 1996. (Dennis donated $2000 towards the cost).

1995 was also the year that Wendy wrote her first music theory book and three more followed, written by teachers at the Music Academy. It was decided that all proceeds would go to the Wesley Performing Arts Centre. In 1995 this amounted to $1877, and 1996 $6346. By 2000 the figure had reached a total of $25,000 and it was decided that from then on, the authors would receive the profit. Lea Crammond, Raelene Mitchell and Kaye Valpied each wrote one book, Joan Coster wrote five books and Wendy, seven plus other musical aids to learning.

1997 was a mega year for Wendy. She was Horsham’s Citizen of the Year - awarded for her contribution to music and the establishment of Wesley. On June 28th Helen and Geoff Handbury dined with Wendy and John and then attended a concert at Wesley. The following morning - Wendy’s birthday, Geoff rang to say they had a birthday present  - $200,000 for Wesley! On the strength of this, Wendy wrote a submission to the Victorian Government’s Community Support Fund and in December received a grant for $240,000. We now had enough money for major development works.

Wesley was a hive of industry in 1998. Changing rooms, a green room and toilets (we had used the Sunday School ones down the back in the dark up until then) were built at the rear, and a foyer, office and kitchen were built at the front. These were designed by Robin Barber and Wendy Weight and subsequently won a Victorian Building Design Award in 2000. We had a slight hold-up when an architect hired by the Council decreed that the new plans would ruin the appearance of the building and permission was withheld until we persuaded them otherwise. We had another hold-up when Glenn Ryan would not let the brick layers walk on his land unless we paid substantial compensation. We had already offered $3500 but he wanted $6000. John Weight, Robin Barber and Andrew Wyatt each put in $1000 and Wendy the rest. The magnificent foyer and passage ceilings of western red cedar were donated by Weight’s Hardware and the round leadlight window was paid for by John and Wendy and dedicated to their parents. (We were always running out of money as the $440,000 available was not really enough for our grand vision). It was very exciting to win Victoria’s Building Preservation Award in 1998 despite the fact that at the time of judging (which is during the Tidy Towns Competition) the place was in total chaos.

Wesley celebrated its grand opening on February 26th, 1999 with the Handburys present to unveil the plaque in the Handbury Foyer. There was a light meal at the Council chambers for honoured guests, councillors, the committee and a number of officials from Arts Victoria. Dr. Campbell Duncan, Wendy Weight’s father unveiled the round leadlight window with some interesting anecdotes from this 89 year-old. After some entertaining speeches in the very hot foyer, pianist Roger Woodward performed to a full house.

In April 2000, council added a Community Arts Officer to its staff - 14 hours per week for the performing arts. This is a good start but one day we hope to have a full-time performing arts specialist dedicated to all areas and venues. 

In 2001 theatre lighting and a sound system were installed for which we received a government grant of $40,000. 

Vivian Reynolds, who died in 1999 was a fine pianist and an organist at Horsham’s Wesley Methodist Church from the age of 12.  Wesley was always very close to her heart and it is to our great benefit that she made a bequest of $40,000 to be spent on some special project for the Wesley Performing Arts Centre.  This sum was not enough to pave the beautiful courtyard which was opened in February 2002 and so enhances the ambience, so John Weight, donated another $6,500.  In 2004, the Rotary Club of Horsham donated the fairy lights in the two jacaranda trees. 

The first Schimmel Piano was built in Germany in 1885. The Hidden Beauty Piano is one of ten produced  to commemorate the change of management from the third to fourth generation at Schimmel. Although remaining as company chairman, Nikolaus Schimmel handed over the managing director position to his son-in-law Mr Hannes Schimmel-Vogel in July 2003. The design was by Hannes and features special inlays of precious French Burr walnut  in the music rest and top inner lid section.  At that time, the 213 model was just released featuring a number of new innovations for concert performance as specified by Nikolaus Schimmel and assisted by Schimmel's breakthrough in CAPE (Computer Assisted Piano Engineering) design.

Featured in the Ripponlea Twilight Series of Concerts, this Hidden Beauty wowed Melbourne audiences for the 2004 season.  It is a seven foot grand and was used at ten concerts before being moved to Horsham.

Wendy Weight purchased this beautiful piano for the Wesley Performing Arts Centre in memory of her husband, William John Weight who died on June 15, 2004.  John was a great supporter of Wesley.  He donated the jarrah timber stage, the western red cedar ceiling in the foyer and the courtyard paving as well as working on the seat refurbishment and countless other details.


