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On a Thursday night in Brisbane’s
inner city, a queue consisting of
several hundred hopeful people
hugs the wall outside a music
venue. Just before 7pm, however,

word filters through to the back of the line that
these people, sadly, have missed out on securing
a coveted spot inside and will have to seek en-
tertainment elsewhere.

It’s a curiously busy night, as there is no band
booked to play inside, and no pre-booked
tickets. Instead, the room soon will be filled with
the sound of musical instruments that the 800
or so attendees carry with them everywhere. 

Most of them use these instruments in
private — in tight spaces such as their car, or in
the shower — but they rarely get an airing in
public.

This, then, is a rare exception where for one
night each month such musical expression is
not only encouraged but expected.

In fact, it’s the entire reason for being here,
for this is Pub Choir, a grassroots community
event that posits anyone can sing: just add a
little alcohol, and the comfort of relative anon-
ymity within a crowd of people who are likely to
feel as awkward about singing in public as the
person standing beside them. 

The pop songs the organisers choose are
well-known — past selections have included
the likes of Cyndi Lauper, Crowded House and
Ben Lee — and when the final performance is
filmed and published online, the results are uni-
formly pleasing and often moving.

Something about this concept evidently has
proved irresistible. Perhaps it’s simply the sheer
rarity of the sight and sound of hundreds of
strangers gathering for a couple of hours with
the sole goal of using their voices in tandem, for
a common purpose. 

At a cost of $10 per person — which covers
venue hire, crew payments and song licensing
fees — the novelty is such that, suddenly, Pub
Choir has become one of the hottest tickets in
town.

Last month the impromptu singers scored a
surprise viral hit when their 500-strong per-
formance of the 1994 song Zombie by Irish rock

band the Cranberries was shared around the
world, including by the band in question. 

That stirring singalong — recorded on Feb-
ruary 8 at the Elephant Hotel in Fortitude Val-
ley — was especially poignant and potent, given
the sudden death of the band’s singer Dolores
O’Riordan in January. 

Within a month, the Zombie footage had at-
tracted 4.5 million views on Facebook.

This all started a year ago, when three
friends followed through on their idea of bring-
ing strangers together to sing. That first show
saw about 80 people front up to the Bearded
Lady in Brisbane’s West End to sing Slice of
Heaven, the 1986 hit by New Zealand singer and
songwriter Dave Dobbyn. 

About half the audience at that first show
consisted of friends of the three co-founders.
Tonight, footage from the first gathering is
played on a screen above the stage at the Triffid,
a venue in Newstead that can accommodate
about 10 times the number of people who sang
in the first choir. 

As Slice of Heaven finishes, the bulging crowd
cheers on its predecessors, while a woman in a

sparkling black top takes to the stage with a
microphone in one hand and a beer in the other.

“As you can see, I featured in that video,
’cause there was space back then!” begins Meg
Bartholomew, tonight’s MC.

“We started this a year ago in an empty
apartment, on a picnic blanket. We thought,
‘We want to start a choir for our friends. We’ll
call it Pub Choir so they can drink. Then our
friends will definitely come.’ Look at all our
friends now! This is ridiculous! Stop telling
everyone this is cool!” 

Bartholomew introduces singer and guitarist
Waveney Yasso, whose shirt bears an Aborigi-
nal flag, to perform a welcome to country.

Yasso shares vocals with a slight woman
named Astrid Jorgensen, who wears bold pants
and red lipstick, and completes the trio of co-
founders. 

After instructing everyone to take a couple of
steps closer to the stage so a few stragglers left
outside can enter the room, Bartholomew takes
control. 

“Thanks for coming,” she says, smiling.
“Now, now, everyone, we’re all trained teachers,

 YOU’RE THE VOICE
If you go down to the 
pub tonight, you’re in 
for a big, choral surprise, 
writes Andrew McMillen 

Pub Choir founder and 
leader Astrid Jorgensen 
at the choir’s first 
birthday in Brisbane
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Jorgensen, left, with 
former Powderfinger 
bassist John Collins and 
Waveney Yasso on guitar


