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“What I love about choirs,” says Karen Gibson, “is that you find all of life in there: fear, hope, joy, 

love, longing, redemption, reconciliation. It's all there. I've seen lives change through singing 

gospel music for one and a half hours a week.” 

  

As the leader of the choir at the heart of this year’s royal wedding Karen’s own life has already 

changed a lot during 2018. Now it’s time for her unique, south London-based choir’s music to make 

its way into the homes, lives and hearts of many more, with the release of Stand By Me — an 

album that sees The Kingdom Choir joining forces with legendary label Sony Music. 

  

Stand By Me is an inspirational, uplifting and spectacularly performed set of recordings, with 

classic songs like Amazing Grace sitting next to legendary soul tracks such as The Isley Brothers’ 

Harvest For The World and Bill Withers’ Lovely Day. Reflecting the pan-generational nature of both 

the choir itself and its new-found audience, those songs sit alongside the choir’s distinctive takes 

on modern classics previously recorded by Bob Dylan and Adele (Make You Feel My Love), 

Coldplay (Fix You), Beyoncé (Halo) and John Legend (All Of Me). There’s even brand new music 

like Chases, which was written by members of the choir. It’s a diverse set of songs unified by some 

of the UK’s strongest vocalists. The other common thread, Karen says, is positivity. “All music 

should make you feel better not worse,” she insists. “And these songs resonate in our spirits. 

Whether it’s Fix You or Harvest For The World, these are powerful songs that we all truly feel.” 

  

Karen was at home in her kitchen when the phone rang with what she now refers to as 

“not the call, but the ‘pre-call’”. On the other end of the line was a former member of one of Karen’s 

choirs — they hadn’t spoken for a few years and it was great to catch up, but this wasn’t really a 

social call. At this point Karen didn’t know her former choir member had gone on to become a good 

friend of Prince Charles' deputy head of ccommunications. “I just want to tell you,” Karen was told, 

“you’re going to get a call. I can't tell you what it's about. But it's big.” 

  

“I just couldn't imagine what she was talking about,” Karen remembers. So she carried on with her 

daily life — after all, she was no stranger to big bookings. Since forming The Kingdom Choir in 

1996, the former teacher and IT consultant had already led performances at the Queen’s Jubilee, 

for Nelson Mandela, Bill Clinton and Desmond Tutu, and with artists as diverse as Elton John and 

the Spice Girls, picking up countless awards and accolades in the process.  

  

 

 



 

 

Karen was on the Number 87 bus when the call came through, and that’s when she heard the 

words: “We'd like to invite you to perform at the royal wedding.” Karen’s initial response — "are you 

joking?" — was met with silence. As the 300 million people who watched The Kingdom Choir 

perform Stand By Me already know, this was not a joke. To begin with Karen was sworn to 

secrecy, meaning that when she was assembling her choir for the big day she’d have to be 

discreet. ”I was ringing up the choir members,” she says, “and I was saying, ‘er, are you free on the 

19th of May? I can't tell you what it is, but you might want to Google the date…’” 

  

Flash-forward a couple of months and The Kingdom Choir’s performance of Stand By Me was a 

standout moment in an afternoon not short of spectacle. Naturally, the choir’s website immediately 

crashed. And as the choir left the chapel and made their way to speak with the world’s media, 

Karen realized nothing would be the same again. “We had to have bodyguards!” she hoots. “In the 

morning nobody knew who I was or wanted to stop me in the street. I haven't processed that thing 

yet, about being recognized... I still don't feel famous.” She pauses. “Bodyguards!” 

  

The cultural and social importance of that performance extended far beyond the grounds 

of  Windsor: it felt like something had changed forever, being part of a day that provided a much 

needed moment of unity at a point when Britain was feeling increasingly fractured. The significance 

was not lost on Karen. “It was an unprecedented moment,” she acknowledges. “We knew that. So 

we wanted to do as amazing a job as possible. We wanted to represent, and we wanted to 

represent several communities: Christian, choir and gospel, as well as the black and people of 

colour community.” 

  

Karen grew up in south London and was showing an aptitude for music at a young age — she’d 

later learn that music was in her blood, as her grandmother was in a group who’d tour the villages 

of West Coast Berbice, Guyana. At age ten Karen would travel with her younger sister Kimmie to 

piano lessons where an inspirational piano tutor encouraged her students to explore every musical 

avenue. Karen developed a passion for oboe, eventually forming a gospel wind quintet with 

Kimmie and three others who are friends to this day, with Elaine and Collette now members of The 

Kingdom Choir. Karen’s horizons broadened even further when her father introduced her to soul 

and jazz fusion, and when under her own steam she started discovering London’s plethora of 

diverse pirate stations. The woodwind quintet morphed into a more straightforward gospel group 

called New Dawn, whose members are still in touch today. Along the way Karen and the people 

she grew up with have each been involved in a number of other choirs, but it’s The Kingdom Choir 

that seems to have resonated the most. It’s strange to think that The Kingdom Choir didn’t even 

have a name when it was invited to perform on the BBC’s 35th anniversary edition of Songs Of 

Praise in 1996, but that appearance was a pivotal moment for both Karen and a choir that has 

gone on to travel the world and perform for and with countless cultural and political icons. 



 

 

 

No appearance has made quite the impression of this year’s royal wedding, though. And a week 

after the royal wedding, Karen got a call from Professor Jonathan Shalit OBE, the renowned British 

talent manager who has been instrumental in guiding the careers of many superstars both in the 

UK and globally. He had been inspired to get in touch, he told Karen, after reading a newspaper 

profile in which what she didn’t say was just as important as what she did say. Specifically, they 

said nothing about wanting to make a record. But he was convinced he could help them make the 

right album, for the right reasons, at the right time.. “We agreed to meet and what I liked about him 

was that he was so direct,” Karen smiles. “He asked the most probing questions. He wasn't the 

usual type of executive or business person.” Sensitive to the choir’s grounded personalities and its 

mission, but keen to bring their message to a wider audience, Shalit opened the door to Sony 

Music.  

  

“It’s all about connection on a social, spiritual and professional level,” Karen says of The Kingdom 

Choir’s journey so far. “It’s not all about the singing, actually — it's about spirit. Not everyone has 

the same voice but the wonderful thing is that while one person might crumble, in a team everyone 

can sound like a genius. Some girls would cry to sing a solo, but they can sing out loud as part of 

the choir, because they have their sisters with them. It's not about reaching the top. Life is a 

journey and, if you're smart, you never stop learning.” 

  

That’s certainly true for The Kingdom Choir’s inspirational founder, who could hardly have 

predicted her own journey — and how much she’d continue to learn — when she was made 

redundant from that old job in IT nearly thirty years ago. “I don't know where it's going to end,” she 

smiles. “I haven't quite got a handle on how huge it all is. Perhaps I need to grow into a new Karen, 

but I think life will be a lot like it was for the old Karen — just with new things to do, new 

conversations to be had, and new barriers to be torn down.” 
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Elaine Simpson 
 

“Music has been my saviour,” Elaine says, and she knows she’s not alone. “As joyous as it is, 

music can tap into your heart in all sorts of ways. People come to me and say choir helped with 

their depression — it's really changed their life.” She laughs. “The thing is, all we're doing is some 

singing, some laughing, some clapping, a bit of giggling and moving, some getting it wrong and 

some getting it right.” 

 

Elaine has known Karen Gibson for over four decades — they both grew up in Tooting, south 

London, which is where they met at a Pentecostal church. Inspired by imported US gospel records 

the pair got together with other friends and formed their own group, New Dawn. She left London 

when she was 22, but New Dawn still meet up at least once a year and music has never left 

Elaine’s life: Kevin, her husband of 28 years, is a musician, and one of Elaine’s two children is in a 

post-punk band called Black Midi. 

 

She came to recognise music’s true power quite recently, when both her parents fell ill and passed 

away within a short period. “Music is so deeply linked to our hearts,” is how Elaine sees it. “In that 

whole period when mum got ill, then dad got ill, then they both died, it was a madness, but talking 

to my dad about his funeral and different songs he loved really was part of the healing process.” 

 

Outside Kingdom, Elaine teaches singing and runs a community gospel choir in Hertfordshire with 

Kevin. It’s a choir that’s open to everyone, but Elaine has no doubt that Kingdom has something it 

would be impossible to replicate. “I've been in choir and church all my life — and I've been around 

for a while,” she laughs. “But I've not seen what we have here anywhere else. It comes out in the 

music. It's life affirming. People really do care about each other. None of us are perfect, we're all at 

different stages. Some are single, some just married, some with babies, some like me with grown 

up kids. It's multi-generational. People from different walks and levels of faith. Everybody behaves 

like a family. There's a love and an acceptance that’s totally unique.” 

 
 
  



 

 

Stacey Skeete 
 
Kingdom isn’t Stacey’s first experience of choir with Karen — she’s been regularly travelling from 

north to south London since she was 16, having previously been in Karen’s UPC group. “There's 

no sense of ego anywhere in this choir,” she smiles. “Everyone's celebrated, everyone's 

appreciated and loved.” 

 

Stacey’s talents extent far beyond choir. Having grown up on a diet of Mariah Carey, Whitney and 

Celine she’s a graduate of Croydon’s celebrated Brit School (where she was the year below 

Adele), and has worked as a session artist with huge names like Ed Sheeran and Ella Eyre, as well 

as touring with UK soul legend Oleta Adams and keeping herself busy with performing at 

weddings, funerals and everything in between. Inspired by experiences in her own life, Stacey is 

also determined to use her work to support other women and children who’ve experienced sexual 

exploitation and trauma. “It’s my desire to see women all over the world access their healing and 

restoration just like I have,” she explains. “I want to be a voice for those that feel like they don’t 

have one. My music and creativity is the tool I use to do this.” 

 

“Music is a powerful tool to reach people, and I don't take it lightly,” she adds. “I want to be a 

positive influence — you never really know where everyone’s heads are at. They could be in a 

really dark place. When I've been in bad situations music has brought me comfort and hope — I've 

wanted to hear things that will help me out with what I've been in. I feel like I don't ever want to be 

a negative role model. Life's too precious for that.” 

 
 
 
  



 

 

Tyrone Sinclair 
 

It might come as news to students at the secondary school in Deptford where this 31-year-old is 

now an Assistant Head Teacher at, but Tyrone admits that in his own teenage years he was “an 

interesting child”. “Mischievous”, he clarifies. “I’m sure my parents would happily elaborate.”  

 

Growing up in south London certainly came with its challenges. Tyrone’s mum didn’t always find it 

easy to bring up three kids on her own, although she always managed to support Tyrone in his 

musical endeavours, which included spots in a Clapham steel band, and in terms of the bigger 

picture Tyrone asked himself plenty of questions about society: “Do I fit in? Did I belong? Was I 

wanted? It's so easy for me to be prejudged, and that's never left me.” Needless to say, The 

Kingdom Choir’s appearance at the Royal Wedding felt like an answer to some of those questions. 

“I felt profoundly proud,” he beams. “Seeing people I know representing what we've worked for so 

hard for such a long time. That felt very powerful. It represented part of the Britain I understand and 

grew up in. It made me proud seeing my people up there doing a sterling job.” 

 

It’s hard to believe now but Tyrone was once so terrible at singing that his friends at church used to 

complain that he was disturbing their worship. It took a local choir leader — who’d subsequently 

introduce him to Karen — to tell Tyrone that “everybody can sing — they just need to be taught 

how”. “That blew my mind,” Tyrone says now. “I really couldn't hit a note. But it was 100% true!” 

 

“With some choirs people come, sing and leave,” he adds. “Kingdom isn’t like that — we connect 

intimately with each other, and each other’s lives. It feels like there are no bounds in terms of the 

message we're putting out. We've got something to say and people want to hear it.” 

 
 
  



 

 

Clinton Jordan 
 
Clinton grew up in south east England as one of eight kids — and his dad was a smart guy. “He'd 

buy these musical instruments,” Clinton remembers, “and he’d put them in his room. He’d say: 

'They're mine, don't touch them’.” Naturally, the kids just waited until dad was out, then jumped on 

the drums and guitars. “It was only years later that I realised he’d deliberately made us want this 

forbidden fruit,” Clinton smiles. “He even left everything set up for us!” 

 

Eventually the ‘ban’ was lifted and the instruments moved downstairs, where the kids would jam 

before and after school, inspired by the music that already filled the house — everything from 

Stevie Wonder to rock, classical and jazz, which led Clinton to form a school band, then take a 

place at London’s Brit School, along with place in the legendary London Community Gospel Choir. 

And then, thanks to a rudimentary home studio, the Jordan family recorded their first album 

together. 

 

International work with the likes of Celine Dion, Mariah Carey and Tina Turner followed, but the 

lifestyle did not sit well with Clinton’s sense of family. “I remember one New Year I was in a hotel in 

Tokyo, on the top floor, overlooking the city, and I called home to my parents,” he recalls. “It went 

to answering machine because everyone was having a good time.” So as he started his own family 

Clinton decided to focus his talents closer to home, taking a job at London’s St Martin In-The-Field 

school, where he tutored choirs that went on to perform for the Queen and in the BBC’s Choir Of 

The Year.  

 

It’s been an extraordinary career, but performing at the Royal Wedding will always be a highlight. 

“We've all done weddings, we’ve all done high profile things for friends,” he notes. “But this was 

different. Inside the chapel it felt, in some ways, like any other wedding, but when Meghan said ‘I 

do’, and we heard the distant roar of thousands of people outside, I realised we'd taken part in a 

historical moment.” 

 


