
                                                       NYWS  40th Anniversary 

 

   Good evening Ladies and Gentlemen. I only get to address you on two 
occasions, one is at the annual Christmas dinner and the other at the 
anniversary dinners. This is my first one, my predecessor Peter Blunt spoke at 
the 25,th 30th and 35th celebrations. With the help of Bryan Taylor, our first 
president, who supplied his notes from 1972 to 1985, Viv Winter who supplied 
a record that she had kept as Treasurer 1987 to 2000, Margaret Reay who gave 
me access to secretarial minutes and other members who supplied 
reminiscences, I have compiled a roll of all officers of the society from its 
inception to the present day. We also now have a short history of the last 40 
years. 

   The Yorkshire branch of the Guild of Sommeliers UK was created in 1965 with 
headquarters in Harrogate. As it was a large area sub divisions were formed. 
Bryan Taylor the northern sales manager of Idle Courtney wines was asked to 
chair the North Riding division. He put a notice in the Stockton and Darlington 
Times to the effect that anyone with a serious interest in wine should attend 
the cocktail bar of the Scotch Corner Hotel. On the prescribed night early in 
1972 three other people turned up. Joyce Ellwood our vice president, Barbara 
Gardiner who was still attending meetings until a few years ago when she sadly 
died and Fyfe Angus who in latter years was unable to attend but nevertheless 
sent his subscription every year until he died two years ago. His son told me 
that his father always held the society in high regard and could I remember 
him to his friends on this occasion. 

   An introductory meeting was held in February of 1972 at the Scotch Corner 
Hotel attended by fifteen people. There was also a tasting of six fine French 
wines. Bryan had an agreement with the manager that corkage would not be 
charged on the tasting wines. 

   So that was the start, meetings continued at this venue for the next thirteen 
years with tastings mostly of French wines, a few other Europeans and the 
occasional sojourn into spirits, liqueurs, cocktails and on one occasion 
homemade wine featured. The meetings were not regular, subscriptions 
minimal but annual dinners were held as far apart as Osmotherly and 



Middleton Tyas and on one occasion East Cowton. The attendance grew and a 
good time was had by all.  

   In 1983 , due to the fact that an inordinate amount of money was going to 
H.Q. Harrogate with scant benefit to the North Riding branch, Bryan Taylor 
wrote a letter to members which contained the following statement : “ I am 
launching the new look activity which will be called  the North Yorkshire Wine 
Society. ” The first meeting of this independent body was in February of 1983 
and continued much the same until 1985 when due to changes in friendly 
management it was decided to move the venue to The Croft Spa Hotel where 
we were welcome. Also Bryan was telling me that one member had only just 
passed a police breath test when leaving a meeting and that a police car 
seemed to be regularly on duty there.  

    In September of 1986 Bryan Taylor announced that due to the fact that he 
was leaving the area he was no longer able to run the society and would be 
retiring at the coming AGM. At the Christmas dinner of that year he was 
presented with a farewell gift, this was in appreciation of all the work he’d 
done in the last fourteen years. Not only had he done the job of Chairman, 
Secretary and Treasurer but arranged venues and speakers as well! (He later 
accepted the position of president.) Of course this was a blow and was the first 
of the three major problems that the society faced in its forty years existence. 
Peter Blunt saved the situation by arranging a meeting of interested parties at 
Pepper Arden to discus forming a committee to run the society. It was agreed 
that David McNeil would be Chairman, Viv Winter would be asked to be 
Treasurer and Peter took over the job of Secretary himself, other committee 
members were Jonathan Gatty and Frank Nono. On the second of February 
1987 the society was relaunched in the form it is today, twenty seven 
members attending. I remember Nancy and I attended are first meeting in July 
of that year in this room, so today is our 25th anniversary. 

  In 1990 enthusiasm was dropping off and the secretary, Peter Blunt had to 
resign on health grounds, there were no meetings until June of that year.   The 
second of our major problems was upon us. What was left of the committee 
collaborated to enable meetings to continue. I note from the records that we 
managed our first members presentation night in October, Jan Williamson, 
David McNeil and myself of present members, doing the honours. The AGM of 



1991 was scheduled for a re-election of officers and the venue changed to the 
Tudor Rose.  It was decided that Peter would be asked to take on the slightly 
less arduous task of Chairman and that Bryan Stapley would be the new 
secretary. Viv Winter steadied the ship by remaining treasurer. It was in 1992 
that Frank Nono died, he had been on the first committee in 1972. I remember 
coming on myself to take up the vacant position. Bryan brought his energy and 
organising ability to the job and things started to pick up. By 1993 we had 
realistic membership subscriptions with the realisation that membership had 
to be encouraged and increased in order for meetings costs to be covered. 
Proper reimbursements for postage and phone calls for the secretary or other 
committee members were proposed. An effort was made to ensure regular 
and varied meetings with new and interesting speakers, Masters of Wine 
started to make regular appearances. The annual dinners were reinstated, they 
had been missing for a year or two and from then on (1994 ), we regularly met 
at Joyce Ellwood’s Friar’s Head at Christmas. From that point on the society 
evolved into the one we know today with a structured committee and 
organisation well informed members, a rotation of professional speakers as 
well as the more regular wine meetings tastings and social events. Not only did 
Clive Coates and Hugh Johnson come to speak to us but Bryan even chased 
Jancis Robinson around the world by letter until she also appeared ( in 1995 ) 
referring to Bryan as “your martinet of a secretary.” He sent her sparkling wine 
as thanks, titled, ‘sparkling wine for a sparkling lady, signed Martinet’. There is 
a photo of her with the committee taken at the time. She did visit us  a second 
time at the Scotch Corner hotel and signed her book, The World Atlas of Wine, 
for everyone who bought the book. Peter Blunt remained chairman for nine 
years until Bryan Stapley took over that position for the next two years. The 
vacant post was then so ably filled by Maggie Blunt who insisted on improving 
the quality of the wines and under her the society continued to be run 
efficiently. In her second year we celebrated our twenty-fifth anniversary – 
1997, with a splendid ‘do’ in the Bishop’s Palace in Bishop Auckland.  

   In 1998 I stepped down from the committee along with Eric Hauxwell who 
had done so much for the society, providing wines from his shop and giving 
talks, Mike Wherrett came on. The constitution was amended at the end of the 
century, no more than three on the committee with the three officers, also the 
chairman to step down after two years and the process of the vice Chairman 



taking over began. This meant that Bryan Stapley retired and in fact left the 
society, what an important contribution he had made. 

    Mike took over as Chairman for the first of his three times. 

  In 2002 our president Bryan Taylor wrote to say that he felt it only right that 
he should give up the Presidency as he was no longer closely associated with 
us.  Peter Blunt was unanimously elected to the vacant post . Also in this year 
we celebrated our thirtieth anniversary at Judges.  

    In 2004 the third of major problems occurred, we were moving to our 
present venue at the Kings Head Richmond when Maggie Blunt announced her 
retirement as secretary (although she volunteered to continue finding the 
speakers). If that wasn’t bad enough Viv Winter eighteen years our Treasurer 
also had to stand down on account of pressure of work. Lucky enough our 
Chairman at the time was Nancy Stephens and with the support of Mike 
Wherrett from the committee, a desperate plea for volunteers produced two 
replacements, unfortunately one of them had to move to Shropshire 
unexpectedly and the other one found that she was unsuitable. It was then 
that Nancy co-opted Margaret Reay to the committee and she agreed to take 
over the post of secretary and as you know that saved the situation, what a 
good job Margaret has done ever since combining the job with ‘speaker 
finding’ once again. Steve Crampton was good enough to take on the 
Treasurer’s job which he so ably did for the next six years. His death two years 
later was so tragic. 

     Barbara Gardiner one of the original four died at the end of 2007, she’d 
been such a supporter of the society from the start. It was in the same year 
that Tim Bush became Chairman but had to retire from the society due to work 
commitments. Christine Anderson completed his term and went on to do her 
own two year stint.  

   Last year, due to bad health Peter Blunt wrote to the committee to offer his 
resignation as President, what service he’s given the Society – a total of twenty 
one years as Chairman, Secretary and President. I was offered the post and 
accepted willingly. 



   A society can’t operate without its committee and we have been fortunate to 
have had such hard working groups over the last forty years. I’ve already 
mentioned most of the officers who are still members, I need to add Ray 
Sheahan our last Chairman. I should also mention, Christine Anderson who has 
filled the jobs of Chairman and Treasurer and of course Mike Wherrett who is 
now doing the job of Chairman for the third time. 

    So there you have it, the membership has been falling this last eight years 
from one hundred and one in 2003 to only eighty one this last year but as 
you’ve heard we’ve got over more difficult  problems than this before and I 
look forward to the next forty years of pleasant and convivial wine tasting. 

    

    

    


