
 
 

 
 
Organ builder Manuel da Costa trained in Europe and came from his native Portugal 
in 1980 to work on the maintenance and repair of the Grand Organ in the Centennial 
Hall, the main hall within Sydney Town Hall. He remains in that role today. 
Below are edited excerpts from an interview conducted with Mr Da Costa in 2007. 
 In the background you will hear noise associated with setting up a concert in the 
Centennial Hall. 
 
Here Mr da Costa describes what he likes about the Grand Organ 
 
Part 1 
 
Yes, it was a big organ and in relation to the ones I did work on and restore, because 
the very old organs are much smaller, these organs from seventeenth, eighteenth, 
nineteenth centuries are really a sample of this one. It is really something. I only saw 
one organ about the same size. It was in Riga, in one of the Russian states at that 
time. And the way that it’s built is really … I can say it is an easy job to maintain 
because you have plenty of space, have good working parts here, of solid wood, 
pipes are very well made and don’t take too much maintenance.  The volume itself, 
really that’s a big organ - it’s nearly nine thousand pipes - but the way that it was 
made, the space we have to work, and to do maintenance is very easy. And it is very 
[well] known internationally, it is very [well] known, especially because of the sixty 
four foot pipes in the panel.  Every organist who comes from overseas, and organ 
builders, come to visit, ask me, or the organist to contact me, to open the organ for 
them to see the inside of organ. Everyone is really very impressed with the organ. 

 



Although cleaning is an ongoing and major part of maintaining the Grand Organ, dust 
created during the early 1990s restoration of the Centennial Hall resulted in an 
unusually mammoth task.  
 
Part 2 
 

                             Before that work started, various studies were made about how to preserve the 
organ from that dust.  It was made a kind of plywood wall in front of the organ, all 
sealed, nearly one hundred per cent, to keep the dust out. Someone had the idea to 
put a fan on the back of the organ loft to keep some positive pressure inside of the 
organ loft to keep some dust from coming inside of the organ and theoretically 
everything was nearly perfect to start the work in the Centennial Hall without 
infiltrations of dust inside of the organ loft.  What happened – when they started 
sandblasting the ceiling there was really a lot of dust and on the bottom of this wall 
back to the organ, next to the console, one of the panels was out for some reason.  
Everything was sealed, all the joints and everything, but one full panel was out of 
place. I don't know for which reason or who had the responsibility, or did that. I came 
one day in the morning, through the back side of the organ and when I entered it 
looked like it was snow inside of the organ, not in the thickness of the dust but it was 
all covered, all full of dust, everywhere. Including, we have some compartments 
inside of the organ, for example, the swell organ and the choir organ and part of the 
solo organ. After the conclusion of all the work in the hall we needed to take every 
pipe, every one, every single pipe to clean up.  Start on the top, clean every pipe, 
clean every wind chest, massage boards, everything, and put pipes back and go 
through tuning; only thirteen pipes - that’s the biggest ones in front of the organ front - 
we needed to clean up and another three inside -  to clean up in place because 
they’re too big and you can’t move it.  The rest was all cleaned outside of the Town 
Hall to Druitt Street, on that patio, and we cleaned up all the front of the metal 
because it was very greasy and yellow. Some specialists said it was from smoke in 
old times, not only from cigarettes but, I think, a lot of generators from coal and these 
pollutions from smoke that covered that metal. An interesting thing is – I’m not 
making an advertisement or any propaganda - but I did try different kind of products 
to take that stuff out because with some really abrasive ones we can damage the 
pipes. And what we found that really did the right and quick work was the Omo, put 
into water like to wash the clothes, and, with a rag, that washed the pipes. 
 
 


