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Compose yourself! 
 
For some time I’ve wanted to ask Sir 
James MacMillan if he would write a 
piece for the Newsletter. An 
unrealistic request to make of a busy 
and talented man who does not 
know me but, I thought, nothing 
ventured, nothing gained. I asked 
my good friend Rebecca Tavener of 
Cappella Nova, who knows him very 
well, for his contact details. Instead, 
and to my delight, Rebecca offered 
to interview him and the result is the 
insightful piece which you will find in 
these pages. Rebecca produced this 
interview gratis. We are greatly 
indebted to her. 
 
Another great British composer 
features in these pages, Ralph 
Vaughan Williams. Mary Lawson’s 
memoirs of working with the BBC in 
the 1940s conclude with her 
absorbing account of life at the 
Maida Vale studios between 1943 
and 1945.  She describes, among 
other things, the deep impact made 
on her and her colleagues by the 
première of RVW’s Fifth Symphony. 
As ever, Mary’s memoirs are 
fascinating. Here I must mention 
Roger Beckwith, who curates a 
website devoted to BBC radio 
broadcasting* and who has been 
unfailingly helpful in providing 
photographs to illustrate Mary’s 
writings.  
 
Club member Ian Robertson, who 
has previously written for us about 
Hans Gál, now turns his attention to 
Gian Carlo Menotti, the American 
composer who came to live in 
Scotland after his relationship with 

Samuel Barber ended. Menotti has 
featured more than once in recent 
Club recitals and Ian’s piece is both 
interesting and timely. 

This Newsletter includes the Club 
concert reviews for the first half of 
the present season, written by 
Daniel Divers who, as previously 
reported, has very kindly agreed to 
be our resident reviewer.  We are 
lucky indeed to have such an erudite 
correspondent in our midst!   
 
In this issue you will also find our 
customary news of comings and 
goings at the BBC SSO, including 
an obituary of former leader 
Raymond Ovens. Two luminaries of 
the Club have died, Bob Simans and 
Margaret McIver. There are brief 
pieces on both. I am grateful to 
Margaret’s husband Malcolm for 
helping me prepare her notice.  I 
anticipate a longer piece about Bob 
Simans in the next issue. 
 
New CDs featuring the BBC SSO, 
and some older recordings, can 
usually be bought at a discount at 
Club recitals. The BBC SSO under 
the baton of Martyn Brabbins has 
recently concluded its survey of the 
symphonies of Sir Michael Tippett in 
Glasgow and the recording of 
Symphonies Nos 1 and 2 is among 
the new releases now available. 
That’s on Hyperion, the Orchestra’s 
usual recording home, but another 
interesting BBC SSO release is the 
first of a short series devoted to the 
music of Sir Richard Rodney 
Bennett, conducted by John Wilson 
on Chandos. Still with the 
Orchestra’s recordings, listeners to 

BBC Radio 3’s CD Review and 
Building a Library on March 10 will 
have heard Steven Osborne’s 
recording of Britten’s Piano 
Concerto with the BBC SSO under 
Ilan Volkov chosen as the top 
recommendation! 
 
In autumn 2016, we managed a 
letters page but, alas, none such 
appeared in the 2017 editions and 
the same applies to the copy now in 
your hands. A letters page would be 
a great boon and help bind us 
together as a Club.  We want to hear 
from members and players about 
what interests you, what you like 
about the Club and ways we can 
improve. And, if you would like to 
write a piece for the Newsletter, 
please do!  You will find a grateful 
editor only too happy to publish it!  
 
The Club’s Management Committee 
remains stretched.  Our constitution 
allows for a core membership of 8 
but there are only 5 Committee 
members. Anyone interested in 
joining the Committee is asked to 
contact me. 

I very much hope you enjoy reading 
this edition of the Newsletter.  
 
Jim McGrath 
 
 
 
FRONT COVER: Donald Runnicles 
and James MacMillan at a rehearsal 
of MacMillan's Symphony No.3 
Glasgow City Halls, on 22 April 2008  

(John Wood/BBC) 
 

* His website can be found at 

http://www.orbem.co.uk 

 
Club Website 
 
For much of 2017 it was not possible to update the Club’s web site at http://bbcscottishsymphonyclub.com/. Despite 
various valiant efforts to salvage the site, we have had no option but to abandon it. In its place we have a new website 
which you can find at http://bbcscottishsymphonyclub2.com/. Please change any bookmarks and ‘favourites’ 
accordingly. Thank you for your patience, and please accept our apologies for the inconvenience. 

 
Club Management Committee 
 
Chair, Secretary & Editor Jim McGrath 
Treasurer Marion Caldwell 
Membership & Publicity Ian Duthie 
Catering & Events Meg Speirs 
Member Graham Skellern 
Liaison with the BBC SSO Sarah Oliver 
 
Email: bbcssc2@virginmedia.com 
Website: www.bbcscottishsymphonyclub2.com 

: see us at ‘BBC Scottish Symphony Club’ 

General Correspondence 
Jim McGrath 
89 Hyndland Road 
Glasgow 
G12 9JE 
 
Membership 
Ian Duthie 
4 Craighlaw Avenue 
Eaglesham 
G76 0EU

http://www.orbem.co.uk/
http://bbcscottishsymphonyclub.com/
http://bbcscottishsymphonyclub2.com/
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Broadcasting during the War 
Mary Lawson’s Memoirs Part 5 
 
This, the final part of Mary Lawson’s memoirs, 
covers her time at BBC Maida Vale between 1943 
and 1945 
 
1943 
The year began with the first ominous realisation that 
what the newspapers were beginning to headline as the 
‘Second Front’ must be faced soon.  The UK seemed to 
have escaped being invaded but would itself have to 
confront the task of putting armed forces on European 
shores.  The eastern front was still deadlocked, and 
several of Russia’s major cities were besieged.  
Japanese forces occupied most of the Pacific region 
and threatened India. 
 
We occupants of the Maida Vale basement had been 
too busy to notice what was happening in other sections 
of the BBC but we now became aware of subtle 
changes in our workload and staffing.  The now fully 
established ‘Training School’ was pouring out Women 
Operators (WOs) and Junior Maintenance Engineers 
(JMEs).  The younger Recording Engineers (REs) we 
had known on our shifts were being moved elsewhere, 
leaving a shift staffed typically by four WOs who were 
supervised only by one of the venerable Senior 
Recording Engineers (SREs).  As an ‘oldie’ WO fully 
experienced in all the recording systems, I not only had 
to do some instruction but found myself entrusted with 
most of the Philips Miller recordings, especially of music.   
 
A new gadget was introduced, ‘The Limiter’, a form of 
automatic volume control which did away with hand 
monitoring of volume input and some score reading.  
New disc playback machines had the pick-up arm 
moving not radially but horizontally along a graduated 
scale on which could be read the number of the groove 
being played at any moment.  This made editing easier 
and meant an end to the crude yellow crayon marking.  
Having ample staff meant that disc recording was no 
longer as frenetic as it used to be. 
 
Bush House, the home of the BBC World Service, now 
housed an independent unit crammed with people of all 
nationalities who were sending out around-the-clock 
programmes in 40 languages to all parts of the world.  
Only occasionally did we do work for them, usually 
editing.  The canteen gossip line spoke of big and secret 
changes taking place in Broadcasting House. Our 
friends along the corridor, the outside broadcast 
engineers, told us of their newly-equipped recording 
cars and hinted that they might soon be required to have 
training with the army. 
 
We soon understood that our Maida Vale role would 
now be to keep the UK Home and Forces services 
supplied with recorded material.  With almost the whole 
national workforce engaged on day and night shifts, the 
Home Service supplied a ‘something for everybody’ 
variety of programmes, starting at 7am with an instructor 
encouraging the nation to perform physical exercises to 
the sound of rhythmic music played on two pianos.  Mr 
Middleton, the country’s favourite gardener told us how 

to grow cabbages.  The Minister of Food discussed 
rationing, assisted by Marguerite Patten, a creative 
cook. The Radio Doctor advised on how to keep 
healthy. Much of this was pre-recorded on disc for 
repetition.  Live popular music was broadcast three 
times a day in the programme ‘Music While You Work’. 
It may surprise today’s listeners to learn that, alongside 
that legendary programme, several times every day 
intervals of 30 minutes’ duration were used for the 
playing of commercial recordings of classical music, 
performed by the world’s greatest orchestras and 
conductors. A vital broadcast each morning and 
afternoon was the educational material broadcast to 
schools, alongside public service announcements 
regarding evacuation, air raids and the like.  Still clinging 
to some of the former Reith tradition, time was found for 
a short religious service each day.  ‘Children’s Hour’ at 
teatime with the aunties and uncles was also 
sacrosanct. 
 
Evening schedules found us at our busiest.  The Variety 
Department housed in Bangor supplied us with the 
weekly instalments of ITMA, Hi Gang, Happidrome and 
other well-established comedy programmes. The Drama 
Department based near Manchester collected a superb 
group of repertory actors who, by the spoken voice 
alone, could enthral listeners with the classical ‘Saturday 
Night Theatre‘ or the dark ‘Appointment with Fear’. 
 

 
The Corn Exchange in Bedford, from which the BBC SO 
broadcast during the war (BBC, courtesy of Roger Beckwith) 

 
The BBC Symphony Orchestra, under its conductor Sir 
Adrian Boult, broadcast concerts of symphonies, 
concertos and other items of the classical repertoire 
from Bedford on a selected evening every week, and all 
our Maida Vale studios were fully occupied daily with the 
performance of all categories of music.  Dr Thalben Ball 
gave regular organ recitals on the Studio 1 organ.  
Works’ brass and military bands regularly came to give 
concerts.  These 30 minute musical contributions were 
all slotted into the miscellaneous Home and Forces 
schedules at all times of the day and night, an indication 
of the attempt to entertain both the Services and civilian 
audiences wherever they were carrying out their allotted 
tasks. 
 
A second group of 25 to 30 musicians called either the 
BBC Revue or BBC Variety Orchestra played the whole 
range of light music repertoire and also accompanied 
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operas and operettas. It played the well-known ‘theme 
tunes’ of various programmes and provided incidental 
music for variety and drama.  It was a theatre orchestra, 
loosely based at Maida Vale but it travelled when 
needed to any other BBC venues. Conductor Charles 
Shadwell became as well known as the ITMA cast.   
 
Another conductor who was essential to all things choral 
was Stanford Robinson. Joining the BBC in 1924, he 
was the first BBC Chorus Master and in 1932 set up the 
BBC Singers, the BBC Chorus and the BBC Choral 
Society. His war time contribution was invaluable.  
Having access to any available singers, he managed 
most weeks to produce, in Maida Vale Studio 1, 
performances of well-known and new choral works and, 
monthly, a concert performance of an opera.  His first 
concert production of a Gilbert and Sullivan opera which 
we recorded was ‘Trial by Jury‘. Concerts of ballet music 
were also very popular with listeners. 
 

Maida Vale Studio 1 (BBC, courtesy of Roger Beckwith) 

 
A visiting conductor well-liked by the singers was Ralph 
Vaughan Williams who could often be seen wandering 
along the Maida Vale corridors. His compositions 
‘Wenlock Edge’, ‘Valiant for Truth' and ‘Dona Nobis 
Pacem' were very appropriate at that time. 
 
If there was any one physical activity that kept us 
fighting fit in those days, it was ballroom dancing.  
Despite losing many of their players to the Services, the 
pre-war dance bands of Geraldo, Jack Payne, Jack 
Hylton and others kept playing and, to keep up morale, 
the BBC gave them late night sessions on both the 
Home and Forces programmes. Victor Sylvester, 
accompanied by his Strict Tempo Band, gave weekly 
instruction about the correct way to do the dance steps, 
verbally on the wireless and visually in the cinema.  The 
magnificent 1930s venues like the Hammersmith Palais 
were crowded nightly with 500 couples, at least half in 
uniforms and army boots, circling the sprung maple 
floors.  Even the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, 
now bereft of its international divas, used its space to 
become a very popular ballroom dancing venue.  During 
some quiet session in the evening recording schedule, 
WOs and REs might also have been seen practising the 
tango or slow foxtrot on the smooth floor of an upstairs 
vacant studio, the music coming from the studio 
loudspeaker being provided by a colleague downstairs 
on the disc playback.  The Services made good use, 
particularly, of the expert brass and woodwind players 

among ex-dance band recruits for military bands for 
playing concerts and dances for their own troops.  One 
such group was the RAF Dance Band, an ensemble so 
good that it came often to Maida Vale especially to 
record sessions which were broadcast on both the 
Forces and Overseas services.  They played much of 
the music we had enjoyed pre-war from records of the 
US bands of Duke Ellington, Count Basie and Louis 
Armstrong and I particularly remember their exhilarating 
performance of “South Rampart Street Parade”. The 
group stayed together as The Squadronaires and post-
war achieved considerable fame in the very popular ‘big 
band' style.  
 
The summer months of 1942 had seen the first arrival of 
US airmen and other members of the US military into 
the UK.  The American Eagle Club was a social centre 
for US airmen from which we recorded their messages 
to their families in the US for transmission by the BBC.  
The US networks initially sent the BBC recordings of 
popular comedies such as the Jack Benny Show, the 
Bob Hope Show, Burns & Allen and other series popular 
on US radio, to entertain their forces stationed in the 
UK.  Unfortunately for us, these shows had sponsors 
and the recordings featured product advertising which 
had to be removed before it sullied the pristine BBC air 
waves.  Removing the name of a particular toothpaste 
from the Bob Hope Show was not too difficult if it was 
used in an advertising break, but it was less easy to deal 
with when he referred to a sponsor’s product in his 
quick-fire repartee.  Fortunately by 1943 the US Forces 
decided they needed their own separate service in the 
UK and on July 4th the American Forces Network was 
inaugurated.  The BBC initially provided studio space 
and undertook all the transmissions of the Network to 
the US.  A number of low power transmitters were 
installed in places near to where US troops were 
concentrated.  These were linked by line to the main 
transmission system.  The two networks often shared or 
exchanged programmes of mutual interest. 
 
In February 1943 came the welcome news that the 
German army surrounding Stalingrad had been 
defeated. To celebrate the news, an all-Russian 
programme was broadcast by the BBC Symphony 
Orchestra, ending with Tchaikovsky’s 4th Symphony.  I 
recorded this concert on film and played it several times 
on the Overseas Service, hoping it would be received in 
Russia.  A week later, Prokofiev’s cantata ‘Alexander 
Nevsky' was sung in Studio1 by the BBC Chorus and I 
recorded and broadcast this also.  A few days later on 
our notice board there appeared an internal memo from 
the Music Department saying that they had been 
pleased with the quality of the two recordings.  This did 
not happen very often!  Another personal internal memo 
informed me that I was now a Recording Engineer.  My 
SRE said I was the first WO in the Recording Section to 
be thus promoted.  I liked the increase in my pay from 
£4 a week to £5 but I had my best reward when allotted 
the task of recording my first concert on 5th April 1943.  
 
Yehudi Menuhin, the now renowned violinist and former 
child prodigy, whom I had heard on the wireless in my 
school days, was to arrive from the US and be the 
soloist with Boult and the BBC SO.  As Menuhin was 
being flown over by the US Air Force the ‘Estimated 
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Time of Arrival’ was uncertain, so I had to be prepared 
for any possibility. I spent the morning selecting the 
sharpest sapphire cutters and doing test recordings on 
reels of film to find any flaws in the surface coating 
which might affect the track.  He was to play the Brahms 
Violin Concerto so I examined the score and marked all 
the appropriate bars for machine changeovers.  Early in 
the afternoon I was told by the SRE to make a brief visit 
upstairs.  A brief glimpse through the Studio 1 window 
and I saw the handsome 27 year old chatting to Sir 
Adrian Boult. Came the concert and from the ‘‘ten 
seconds from now” to the final labelling of the reels, I 
was so busy that I recall nothing of the performance.  
Fortunately, I had not yet switched off the machines 
when the soloist filled a few remaining minutes of 
recording time by playing Bach’s Partita No 3 in E.  The 
reels were collected and taken away with the rest of that 
day’s output of recordings.  An unrewarding part of our 
job was that our product, after being broadcast a few 
times, would often be discarded.  Imagine my surprise 
when the cover CD on the September 1997 issue of the 
BBC Music Magazine was a remastered dubbing of this 
Menuhin recording which I had made 54 years before.  
And it included the Bach Partita.  Also, in the December 
2017 BBC Music Magazine, in the series ‘Music that 
changed me’, the violinist and conductor Gábor Takács-
Nagy chose this recording of Menuhin’s performance of 
the Brahms Concerto. 
 
Thanks to the surprising popularity of the 1942 season 
in the Royal Albert Hall, the 1943 Proms began in mid-
June for an eight week summer season.  Two 
orchestras, the BBC Symphony and the London 
Philharmonic, and conductors Sir Henry Wood, Sir 
Adrian Boult and Basil Cameron shared the load.  
Concerts began at 6.30pm so that people could be back 
in time for their nightly and overnight wartime duties. 
 
In May, the portly figure of Vaughan Williams was seen 
in Studio1 conducting the LPO, not the BBC SO.  During 
a canteen break a violinist mentioned that they were 
trying out a new work of VW and that “he keeps 
changing bits”.  The day shift had been asked to record 
some of the bits for him to hear.  All was revealed when 
we were told that the first performance of Vaughan 
Williams’ new Symphony No 5 would be given at the 
Prom on 24 June.  VW was to conduct the LPO himself.  
Orchestra musicians did not seem to regard VW as 
being in the top rank of conductors but said that with his 
own works they always knew what he wanted.  As this 
was a first performance, the symphony would be 
recorded but, as no BBC forces were involved, there 
was to be no fuss such as the performance of 
Shostakovich’s ‘Leningrad’ had occasioned.  I would not 
be on shift that evening.  Sheila, an experienced ‘oldie’ 
WO whom I knew well, was given the film job.  Unlike 
most of our new WOs who seemed to be largely 
interested in drama, I knew Sheila to be a fellow music 
lover.  I also knew that her army husband was helping to 
defeat Rommel in North Africa.  
 
Rather than listen at home on my sad little portable 
radio, now showing its age, I stayed on after my day 
shift on 24 June to hear the evening Prom broadcast.  
Sheila was happy to have me around to give occasional 
assistance so, acting as a monitor of the sound quality, I 

listened to the performance on the excellent loud 
speaker in the film room cubicle.   Another interested 
WO joined me there. 
 

 
Ralph Vaughan Williams at the Royal Albert Hall Proms 
conducting the London Philharmonic Orchestra in the 
first performance of his 5th Symphony, 24 June 1943 

(Lebrecht Music & Arts) 
 

When the final bars of the Coda died away there was an 
abnormal silence in the recording room. Sheila had 
immediately switched everything off before applause or 
the final announcement! I saw she was trying hard to 
suppress emerging tears. Without saying a word we two 
helped her with the routine of rewinding the spools and 
completing the log. The silence was broken by the 
SRE’s head in the door and “Everything go OK?”  Over 
a late cup of coffee we three were alone in the deserted 
canteen.  Sheila said that the slow movement had “got 
to her”. She had nearly missed a change-over and was 
scared that tears would fall on the sound track.  The 
quiet ending of the final movement had been the last 
straw.  For me, my mind had gone back to that concert 
in the Queens Hall in 1939 when, a group of students 
about to begin our adult lives in a country on the verge 
of war, we had been disturbed by VW’s fierce 4th 
Symphony.  Now, four years later, having known the 
reality of conflict, this same composer’s 5th Symphony 
seemed to offer hope that all would be right in the end.   
 
With restrictions on newsprint and paper, music criticism 
in the media was almost non-existent but some notable 
critics were reported to have been disappointed that VW 
had not produced something rousing and militant, like 
Elgar might have done. Sir Adrian Boult, however, 
praised the work’s “serene loveliness’’ and said “it 
shows, as only music can, what we must work for when 
this madness is over.” 
 
Three weeks later on the 10 July 1943, Sheila’s 
husband, in a combined force of British, Commonwealth 
and US soldiers, invaded Sicily at the start of the 
prolonged and devastating Italian campaign. 
 
Our allowance of annual leave was one week, but up to 
9 more days (called ‘bisque’) could be used by women 
for emergencies, bereavement or ‘embarkation leave’ of 
a relative.  Another approved way of getting one week’s 
free holiday was to volunteer for work on a farm.   
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Feeling the need for a breath of country air, I applied to 
go to a ‘farm camp’ and in the first week in August was 
on a train to Devon.  At the terminus a lorry collected a 
group of us and left us at a row of huts on a farm in the 
middle of Dartmoor.  Our task was potato harvesting.  
We worked in pairs, one holding a hessian sack to 
collect the harvest of potatoes picked up by the other 
from the rows exposed by a tractor - backbreaking work 
so we needed to swap roles frequently.  On our first day 
we were surprised when an American army vehicle 
pulled into the field and a young GI handed us some 
candy bars and invited us to a dance at their camp.  
That evening an army bus took us to a huge collection 
of Nissan huts, a Transit Camp for newly-arrived 
American Service men.  A journalist had only recently 
written that “if one more GI sets foot in Britain, this 
island will sink into the Atlantic”.  Throughout a most 
enjoyable evening of dancing to a very expert army 
dance band, these young men chatted to us about their 
homes and families in Idaho, Illinois or other places.  
They did not seem to worry about being thousands of 
miles away. To us, sadly, they were naive schoolboys 
enjoying their army adventures and seemed blissfully 
unconcerned about the future.  We were amply fed with 
unusual sandwiches and surprised our hosts by, each of 
us, grabbing from a large bowl, an orange, a fruit we 
had not seen for three years.  For the remainder of our 
potato picking week, a US vehicle stopped daily in our 
field and distributed oranges and very nice chocolate 
tablets.  
 
Back at Maida Vale, an internal memo told me I was 
being transferred to the Transcription Section.  From the 
daily recorded output, someone called Miss Slocombe, 
whom no one ever seemed to have met, decided which 
recording should be permanently preserved for archives.  
The fragile temporary acetate disc was re-recorded and 
any extraneous or surface noise was eliminated as far 
as possible. The new disc would then be electroplated, 
producing a master from which permanent copies could 
be pressed. It seems, however, that my Menuhin 
recording later underwent a different process.  Post-war, 
when the German magnetic method of recording on 
plastic tape had achieved a high quality of sound 
reproduction, my film recording was rerecorded on 
magnetic plastic tape from which, subsequently, CDs 
were produced. 
 
My first job with Transcription was unique.  A damaged 
disc had to be urgently repaired and copied for 
immediate broadcast.  The reporter, Wynford Vaughan 
Thomas, and Reg Pidsley, an outside broadcast 
engineer, had been in a Lancaster bomber, part of a 
‘1000 Bomber’ raid over Berlin on 3 September 1943.  
Clinging to his portable disc recorder, Reg recorded the 
voices of the crew and the commentary by Vaughan 
Thomas.  Reg said that it was so cold he had to warm 
up the uncut discs inside his flying jacket.  In the middle 
of the recording a massive bomb was released and the 
aircraft rose like a lift and the cutting head dug a deep 
hole into the disc.  Reg roughly plugged the hole with 
something.  We had to make it playable.  We must have 
succeeded for, 70 years later, on 14 September 2013, 
the evening ‘Archive Hour’ on Radio 4 included 
recollections of this raid by Vaughan Thomas and, I am 
glad to say, Reg Pidsley, together with passages from 

the recording.  Vaughan Thomas called it “the most 
terrifying eight hours of my life”.  At one point on their 
return home, the bomber was attacked by a German 
fighter.  Reg had just carried on recording and captured 
the excited babble of crew’s voices directing the 
gunners, the rattle of machine gun fire and the stern 
reprimand of the pilot, “Don’t all talk at once”.  When, in 
1943, this had first been played on the 9pm news, 
people in the UK were at last actually able to hear and 
understand the sort of ordeal faced night after night by 
RAF air crews.  I know it made my blood run cold. 
 
Transcription was an 8am to 5pm day job so no more 
evening or night shifts or spoiled weekends!  I could join 
friends for some sort of a social life.  One day, two 
handsome Canadian Air Force officers turned up and 
announced that they were my ‘cousins.’  They were in 
fact grandchildren of cousins of my father who had 
emigrated to Canada after WWI.  Several other people 
told me that similar reunions were happening all over.  
There followed many happy evenings at the cinema, the 
Palais and the Canadian Club.  A Saturday outing on a 
Green Line bus into the Surrey countryside, however, 
found lines of camouflaged tanks and armoured vehicles 
occupying every village green, open space and 
woodland.  No comment was made.  One day when I 
was waiting at the kerb to cross Hammersmith 
Broadway, a policeman stopped the traffic and a column 
of US tanks thundered along.  A GI leaned down from 
one and pushed a white envelope into my hand and I 
think he said, “Post this,” but, immediately, a uniformed 
arm came over my shoulder and took it out of my hand.  
 

 
Reg Pidsley (left) with Wynford Vaughan Thomas in front 
of Lancaster F for Freddie of 207 Squadron prior to flying 
on a Berlin raid, 3 September 1943 (Rob Clayton, courtesy 

of Roger Beckwith) 

 
At last, we were told by someone from ‘upstairs’ about 
what was happening elsewhere in the BBC. A 
completely independent unit, The War Reporting Unit, 
had been assembled.  It included War-Office-approved 
censors and editing staff and a team drawn from the 
News and Documentary sections.  We learned about 
‘The Midget’, a device invented by the BBC Research 
Department.  It was a portable recorder, spring wound 
with two recording positions, one to cut out background 
noise and the other which could be opened up to give 
authentic battle atmosphere.  With a clip-on mike and 12 
double-sided 10 inch discs slotted inside the lid, it could 
give 72 minutes’ worth of recording.  It weighed 42 
pounds and the War Reporters had learned, with some 
protest, that they had to carry it in a rucksack!  Improved 
recording vans, a mobile transmitter with generator and 



 7 

amplifiers mounted on a three-ton truck, would be 
accompanied by selected engineers.  Well-known war 
reporters and the engineers took their place in the 
invasion plan and were given uniforms and an army 
rank as non-combatants. 
 
Christmas 1943 passed with not much celebration.  
Mussolini had been deposed and the Italian government 
had surrendered in October but the Germans were well-
entrenched in Italy.  There was also a ‘forgotten army’ 
struggling in Burma.   
 
1944 
Early 1944 seemed to be shrouded in a veil of secrecy.  
The whole of the South of England was a huge armed 
camp in which thousands of uniformed men were 
quarantined.  Everyone else was just waiting.  Then on 
6 June the southern counties were awoken by the drone 
of hundreds of engines.  The sky was obscured by a 
continuous black blanket of planes towing gliders.  
Following an announcement by John Snagge, a WO in 
the Control Room in Broadcasting House put the correct 
jack in the correct socket at the correct moment and 
connected Dwight Eisenhower, Supreme Commander of 
the Allied Expeditionary Force, to the world!  At 9pm that 
evening, the first of the nightly War Reports was listened 
to by 20 million in the UK and unknown millions on the 
Overseas and American networks. The BBC’s ‘Finest 
Hour’ had begun. 
 
On 11 June, a strange little aeroplane with an engine 
which sounded like a two stroke motorbike sputtered its 
way over south London. It crashed on a house in 
Croydon and exploded.  By the evening, a lot more had 
followed. A hundred V1s (or ‘Doodlebugs’) would reach 
London every day, causing almost as much death and 
damage as the 1940 Blitz. We soon learned their 
behaviour. There was no danger as long as the sound of 
the engine could be heard but at the end of its range the 
engine stopped and the plane, which just contained a 
large bomb, crashed to the ground with a huge blast.  
Anti-aircraft guns, our ‘comforters’ during the Blitz, 
rushed to the coast in the hope of shooting the V1s 
down into the sea, but were not very successful. 
 
The first concert of the 1944 season of Proms was given 
as usual in the Royal Albert Hall on 10 June despite 
some official misgivings.  The season would celebrate 
Sir Henry Wood’s 75th birthday and his Jubilee 50th 
year as conductor of the Proms. I shared a Prom 
season ticket with friends, as I now had my evenings 
free.  The LPO played for the first two weeks and I went 
to two concerts conducted by Sir Henry.  On 24 June, 
the LSO began their two weeks of residency, Basil 
Cameron and Sir Henry sharing the conducting.  I went 
to the concert on the 27 June, using the safest way 
there, the Underground, as the day had already been 
‘noisy’.  Basil Cameron was conducting and someone 
was playing a violin concerto when, as had happened at 
the earlier concerts, a faint distant engine sound could 
be heard with that of the Orchestra, but this time it got 
louder and louder until it sounded directly overhead.  
Then the engine stopped and we all, a packed Albert 
Hall audience, just froze.  Seconds, or was it minutes, 
later there was the expected huge bang, somewhere 
outside.  The V1 had glided, as they sometimes did, and 

had come down near South Kensington station.  The 
LSO continued with the second half of the programme 
but next day the Home Office ruled that the rest of the 
season be cancelled.  So Hitler deprived Sir Henry of his 
final celebration.  The BBC SO broadcast from Bedford 
the works which would have been heard at the Proms 
with Sir Henry and Sir Adrian Boult conducting, but 
these were not recorded.  This was a pity as, on 28 July, 
Sir Henry conducted a profound performance of 
Beethoven’s 7th Symphony which, all who heard it 
agreed, was “that of some brilliant conductor in his early 
forties”.  The BBC SO musicians who had also been 
inspired said that it was as if he had summoned up all 
his reserves to give the music its full energy and 
passion.  Sir Henry died on the 19 August 1944.  He had 
played a very significant part in widening my knowledge 
and love of great music and, like many others on that 
day, I was deeply saddened. 
 
Days later, an explosion suddenly shattered a building in 
Chiswick.  No sound or V1 engine was heard so the 
BBC News unwisely told us it was a faulty gas main.  
When, by the end of the day another six gas mains had 
blown up, it was announced that this was another ‘terror’ 
weapon, later identified as the V2 rocket.  So we were 
the first to experience the ‘shape of things to come’.  
The weapons descended from 50 miles high at a speed 
faster than sound so could not be seen or heard in 
advance.  There seemed to be nothing anybody could 
do.  We just had to wait and wait until Montgomery’s 
men slowly fought their way north to capture the 
launching pads in the Pas de Calais and for the RAF to 
bomb them to rubble.  Meanwhile it was the old WW1 
saying: “if your number’s on it - too bad!”  7,500 were 
killed in London.  The threat still brought out humour, the 
BBC being at the receiving end of a lot of jokes about 
Flying Gas Mains. 
 

 
Glenn Miller Band playing to Allied troops, England, 1944 

(Photo Source: U.S. Air Force, Public Domain)  

 
One day news spread that Major Glenn Miller and the 
American Band of the Allied Expeditionary Force was in 
the Maida Vale canteen.  We women rushed upstairs to 
feast our eyes on these creatures whose romantic 
outpourings had charmed us on the AFN.  We were not 
disappointed.  They were all beautifully dressed in those 
sleek American Officers’ uniforms which were so 
superior to the British ones. But that was the only time 
we saw them. Whether they did not like Maida Vale’s 
coffee or the V1s we never knew, but next day they 
were whisked away to Bedford and billeted with the BBC 
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Symphony Orchestra. Sir Adrian Boult recalled in his 
memoirs how he watched some of their rehearsals.  He 
describes Glenn Miller as a “thorough craftsman who 
knew just what he wanted and got it.”  But it was the 
string section which interested Boult most, some twenty 
players, all from famous orchestras, some of whom, 
Boult said, had actually played for him in America.  Boult 
particularly liked their ‘Strings with Wings‘. In November, 
Miller asked Boult to conduct their AFN concert. They 
played among other things an arrangement for strings 
by a member of the band of Debussy's ‘Nuages’ (one of 
Les Trois Nocturnes). Boult was given a copy of the 
score signed by all the musicians. He recalled that “we 
certainly missed them when they left Bedford.” 
 
My Final Months with the BBC  
In 1945, a woman establishment officer from 
Broadcasting House explained that our future 
employment after the end of the War was undergoing 
some consideration and she wanted to know what we 
ourselves had in mind.  It was unlikely that we would be 
retained in the Engineering Division.  There might be 
some jobs if television was reinstated but that might be 
a long time ahead. 
 
I knew what I wanted to do.  I had grown tired of this 
routine operational work and hoped I could at last work 
in some scientific field which had been my objective five 
years previously. I was still subject to the war 
employment regulations and could not yet leave the 
BBC but someone told me about the DSIR, the 
Department of Scientific and Industrial Research, which 
carried out work for government in many spheres.  I 
wrote to them and after an interview my name went on 
their files. 
 
The war dragged on.  The now so familiar wartime 
reporters, Dimbleby, Vaughan Thomas, Maxted, Gillard, 
Wilmot and others had, on our behalf, braved the 
hazards with their fellow servicemen and sent their 
accounts, sometimes hopeful, often tragic and finally 
triumphal, for our nightly listening in War Report.  Out of 
our wireless speakers, we had heard the actual sounds 
from the battlefields.  At last, after a peculiar gap, Frank 
Gillard reported on 5 May 1945 that the Germans had 
surrendered to Montgomery, though we had to wait until 
8 May to be told officially that the war in Europe was 
over. 
 
After the BBC 
A month later, I began my first day as a scientific officer 
in one of the sections of the DSIR sited near to London. 
I went to the 1945 Prom Season.  Probably as a reward 
for his tireless contribution to the wartime musical life of 
the nation, all five of Vaughan Williams’ then published 
symphonies were played.  No other music could have 
been more appropriate at that time.   
 
In the 1948 Prom Season, Vaughan Williams again 
astonished us with Symphony No 6, its opening three 
movements of savage orchestral outpourings coming 
slowly to an end with intense quiet and bleakness, a 
depiction of the devastation and desolation that was to 
be seen everywhere. That year, newly married, I would 
volunteer for transfer to a new DSIR Scottish laboratory 
which would subsequently be sited in the first Scottish 

New Town of East Kilbride) and in 1949 I moved to 
Glasgow.  We were all picking up our lives again after 
six ‘lost’ years.  
 
Musically I could not have chosen a better time.  That 
first summer at the recently founded Edinburgh 
International Festival, I heard the New York 
Philharmonic conducted by Bruno Walther; a young 
Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau giving his first lieder recital; 
three heart-breaking performances by Kathleen Ferrier, 
and the Glyndebourne ‘Marriage of Figaro’; and it has 
continued thus over all the years since. I was soon 
introduced to the BBC SSO’s concerts in Queen 
Margaret Drive and the Scottish National Orchestra’s 
concerts in the ill-fated St Andrew’s Hall.  I attended a 
lot of ‘firsts’: Scottish Opera’s first production, ‘Madam 
Butterfly’, conducted by the young Mr Alexander Gibson; 
the first concert in Edinburgh by the newly-formed 
Scottish Chamber Orchestra; the opening of the 
Queen’s Hall in Edinburgh and of the Glasgow Royal 
Concert Hall, and the re-opening of the beautiful, newly 
decorated City Halls.   
 
In my living room, a wall of box files, each packed to 
overflowing with concert programmes, testifies that, in 
the last 60+ years, I must have listened to music 
performed by the world’s greatest orchestras, 
conductors, instrumental virtuosi, singers, quartets, trios 
and chamber groups. Finally, a 90th birthday present 
saw me finally visit Vienna, a trip long delayed after that 
1938 disappointment (see Part 1 of these memoirs, 
Spring 2016). After viewing all the memorabilia of 
Beethoven, Haydn and Mozart, I was most moved by 
the tiny room containing some wire spectacles, a pen 
and little else, the place where Schubert had written his 
last piano sonata, the 9th Symphony and the C Major 
Quintet.  
  

 
Mary Lawson in Vienna, 2009 (courtesy, the author) 

 
Coda 
In 2012, after a gap of many years, I was again at a 
Prom in the Royal Albert Hall.  Tears flowed once more 
as Vaughan Williams’ Symphonies 4, 5 and 6 were 
superbly performed by the BBC Scottish Symphony 
Orchestra and Andrew Manze.  That concert seemed to 
provide a perfect epilogue to my musical memories.  
Thank you. 
 
Mary Lawson 
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BBC SSO Recordings – New and Recent Releases 

 
Coke: Piano Concertos Nos 3-5 
Simon Callaghan, BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra, Martyn Brabbins (conductor) 
Hyperion CDA68173 (69’05”).  Three premiere recordings of works by Roger Sacheverell Coke.  
“The late Romanticism of Roger Sacheverell Coke will appeal to anyone who enjoys Rachmaninov or Delius, Grainger 
or Scriabin. If that sounds an intriguingly eclectic mix, Coke establishes his own distinctive voice…an important 
addition to the Romantic Piano Concerto series.” (Hyperion) 
 
“Hats off to Simon Callaghan…he throws himself into the [fourth] concerto’s physically taxing, Scriabinesque sound world 
with passion, total commitment and, it seems, heartfelt affection. Martyn Brabbins and the Scottish players (with a special tip 

to the hard-working cymbal player) provide their customary sterling support, leaving you wondering anew how they do so 
with such unswerving regularity.” (Gramophone) 

 
“I've nothing but praise for the performances. Simon Callaghan's… impressive pianism is wholeheartedly supported by 
Martyn Brabbins and the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra, all hearts on sleeves.” (BBC Record Review) 

 
Tippett: Symphonies Nos 1 & 2 
BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra, Martyn Brabbins (conductor) 
Hyperion CDA68203 (74’40”) 
Martyn Brabbins and the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra 
“Tippett’s first two published symphonies are mature and confident works dating from the middle of the last century.  
Coruscating accounts from Martyn Brabbins and the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra are sure to win new friends for this 
marvellous music”. (Hyperion) 
 

“Tippett’s first two symphonies [are] hugely inspiring, the juxtaposition bringing out interesting links between them, 
each a grand four-movement structure. The contrast is nevertheless unmistakable: the First (1945) dour, war torn and 
contrapuntally severe, albeit energised in true Tippettian fashion; the Second an incandescent masterpiece of 1957, 
hectically inventive, rhythmically unstoppable and sounding freshly glorious.” (Sunday Times) 
 

 
Sir Richard Rodney Bennett: Orchestral Works, Vol 1 
Celebration; Concerto for Marimba and Chamber Orchestra; Symphony No 3; Summer Music; Sinfonietta 
BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra, John Wilson (conductor) with Colin Currie, marimba 
Chandos CHSA5202 (62’24”) 
“The BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra under John Wilson delivers the requisite clean string sound and sensitively 
grasps the qualities of each work. The time is right for a survey of Bennett's work, and this is the way to go about it”. 
(James Mannheim in All Music)

 

 
Margaret McIver (1934-2017) 
  

 
Margaret McIver and her grandson Lewis 

(Courtesy of Malcolm McIver) 

 
We have learnt with sadness of the death of Margaret 
McIver on 10 November 2017, one day short of her 83

rd
  

birthday.  Margaret was born in Glasgow, and worked as  
a primary school teacher, starting in the east of the city 
at Barlanark (with a class of forty six 10 year olds),  
 

 
 
eventually gravitating to the west end and Westbourne 
girls’ school where classes tended to be a lot smaller. 
 
Margaret was a great music lover and was involved with 
the BBC Scottish Symphony Club from its beginnings in 
the wake of the Musicians’ Union strike of 1980. She 
joined the Committee as the Club’s Honorary Treasurer 
in 1984 and it was during her tenure in that office that 
the Club’s National Savings Investment account was 
opened.  She succeeded David Price as Chairman in 
October 1988 and served in that capacity until June 
1991 when she herself was succeeded by Gavin Settle.  
She appears to have left the management of the Club at 
this point to direct her energies to the benefit of another 
provider of chamber music events, Westbourne Music.  
There she managed front of house until ill health forced 
her to retire fully in 2011. 
 
Margaret was very fond of walking and sailing.  She is 
survived by her husband Malcolm, her son Calum and 
grandson Lewis. 
 
 

https://www.allmusic.com/artist/bbc-scottish-symphony-orchestra-mn0001719176
https://www.allmusic.com/artist/john-wilson-mn0002343839
https://www.allmusic.com/artist/bennett-mn0000945408


 10 

Sir James MacMillan & the BBC SSO 
 
An interview by Rebecca Tavener, 26 
August 2017  
 
Rebecca Tavener (soprano) is co-founder and Creative 
Director of the Scottish professional vocal ensemble, 
Cappella Nova, which has given the world premieres of 
several of James MacMillan’s sacred choral works 
including ‘Seven Last Words from the Cross’.  Cappella 
Nova has also recorded three critically acclaimed all-
MacMillan CDs for Linn Records: ‘Tenebrae’, ‘Who are 
these Angels?’ and ‘Alpha & Omega’. 
 

 
Sir James MacMillan (© Philip Gatward, courtesy, Boosey & 

Hawkes) 

 
Sir James MacMillan is so far from the cliché of the lofty, 
unapproachable artist that his sheer normality might 
come as a surprise. I’ve had the pleasure of interviewing 
him many times, usually about the sacred choral music 
for which he is justly famed, so it was a double pleasure 
to quiz him again, this time about his orchestral works.  I 
tracked him down last August at the annual convention 
of the Association of British Choral Directors (ABCD) 
where I was due to interview him in public about his 
liturgical music. He reacted with his characteristic 
generosity when I asked him to talk to me on the Club’s 
behalf about his long-standing relationship with the BBC 
SSO. 
 
I asked him first just how far back his association with 
the BBC SSO goes, did it even pre-date the 1992 
recording of his Confession of Isobel Gowdie under the 
baton of Jerzy Maksymiuk? 
 
Yes! A year or so before The Confession of Isobel 
Gowdie, after I wrote Tryst, the BBC SSO took it up and 
did it all over the place, even to the Musikverein in 
Vienna, on tours.  That was when I was getting to know 

the Orchestra – as they toured Tryst I was writing 
Confession and I learned about them as musicians and 
how they played through that process. I could imagine 
them as I wrote The Confession of Isobel Gowdie.  That 
was because of Jerzy who directed great performances 
of both works, including the premiere of Confession at 
The Proms, and his recording was the first of both 
pieces.   
 
People used to call him, affectionately, ‘mad Max’ – did 
you feel that energy? 
 
Yes, he was compelling – he drew you in and his 
enthusiasm was infectious.  It was great as a young 
composer to be supported by someone like him.   He 
was always friendly, helpful, and kind of eccentric.  
People remember his eccentricities both on and off the 
podium.  I remember going along before the rehearsal 
period began and getting his insights, and that process 
was filmed by the BBC for an interval documentary for 
broadcast at The Proms 
 
How was Osmo Vänskä with your music?   It seems to 
me that his period with the BBC SSO was very 
significant in his rise to stardom. 
 
He was great too, very different from Jerzy, and he’s 
gone on to a stellar international career.  We seemed to 
click and he seemed to ‘get’ a lot of what I was about in 
those days. He very quickly latched on to Triduum

1
, 

these were LSO commissions, but he made the first 
recordings of them and performed them at the 
Edinburgh International Festival.  Ever since then he’s 
been a great supporter of my music.  He organised the 
commission of my piano concerto for Minnesota, for 
example, played by Jean-Yves Thibaudet, which now 
gets performances all over the place.  He was the next 
step for me with the BBC SSO.  Even then I could see a 
long-term relationship developing, and I’ve kept up with 
him as much as I can. 
 
My history with the BBC SSO began very well with 
Jerzy, and some of my happiest days were going along 
to rehearsals with Jerzy, but the relationship was 
consolidated with Osmo.  One of the most interesting 
things he did was record one of my symphonies as a 
kind of hour-long music video, with incredible city-scape 
images.  Osmo was really up for that! 
 
How do you feel the Orchestra has changed in relation 
to your music?  
 
I’ve just been with them at the Edinburgh International 
Festival so I have very vibrant recent memories.  There 
have been many changes in personnel although there 
are still some players who took part in the first 
performance of The Confession of Isobel Gowdie – a 
dwindling number, maybe around 10? – getting a wee 
bit more aged (as we all are!), but providing a physical 
link to that time.  There are a lot of young players 
coming in, probably including some who weren’t even 
born when Confession was first performed, so there’s a 

                                            
1
  A cycle of three orchestral works: ‘The World’s Ransoming’, 

a Cello Concerto and the Symphony ‘Vigil’. 
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Sir James MacMillan conducting the BBC SSO in City 
Halls, Glasgow, March 2014 (All Photos BBC/John Wood) 

 

sense of refreshment. The orchestra’s really on top form 
at the moment, and they had great reviews for their 
Proms performances. 
 
Do you have favourite conductors of the BBC SSO in 
respect of your own music? 
 
Not favourites as such, but those who have performed 
my music have done it marvellously, the other two 
names (besides Jerzy and Osmo) who come to mind 
are Martyn Brabbins, who’s become a close friend and 
has performed my music not only with the BBC SSO but 
also elsewhere – he’s coming to the Cumnock Tryst*

2
 

this year to conduct the Dalmellington Band.  We were 
both brass band musicians when we started out, he 
played the trombone and I played the cornet.  We’re 
talking about projects all the time and that friendship 
grew out of our links to the BBC SSO. 
 
The other name is Donald Runnicles. He’s a great 
advocate of new music and he commissioned my 
Symphony No 4 in which I was able to link the modern 
with the ancient, particularly Robert Carver

3
, woven into 

the fabric of the music. 
 
I remember feeling great anticipation and curiosity after 
we

4
 gave you the score of Carver’s extraordinary Mass 

for 10 voices, Dum sacrum mysterium. We were really 
keen to see what you did with it and when we heard the 
symphony live we nudged each other when we spotted 
references! Depending on who at the time is principal 
conductor, do you observe subtle stylistic changes? 
 
They all leave their mark on the orchestra, one way or 
another, sometimes in a practical sense, bringing up the 
standard of playing, there’s something beyond that – 
this mysterious thing about a conductor’s personality 
which leaves its mark.  You can feel something of the 
person happening in the corporate body. For me this 
was especially noticeable with Donald Runnicles, 
perhaps it was a kind of Wagnerian tone, a richer centre 
– I can’t quite put my finger on it. 
 
The next stage must surely have been standing in front 
of the BBC SSO with the baton – how did that feel and 
were they the first orchestra you conducted? 
 
The BBC SSO wasn’t my first orchestra, but the first 
time I conducted them was to do Epiclesis with John 
Wallace (trumpet). I wrote that in 1993 and the world 
première was given by the Philharmonia Orchestra, with 
Leonard Slatkin and John Wallace, at the Edinburgh 
International Festival.  The BBC SSO picked it up very 
quickly and we did it in the City Halls - a fantastic hall 
but not big enough for Epiclesis: we were deafening 
people (in fact we were deafening each other in 

                                            
2
 The Cumnock Tryst is MacMillan’s own festival.  2018 will 

be its fourth year. 
3
 Robert Carver was an eccentric Scottish musical genius of 

the 16
th

 century.  His complete works were given the first 
professional performances and recordings in modern times in 
1990 by Cappella Nova. 
4
  Rebecca and her husband Alan are Co-Directors of Cappella 

Nova. 
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rehearsal last week!).  Once you get it into somewhere 
like the Usher Hall, it’s fine. 
 
How has your relationship with the BBC SSO developed 
and deepened.  Are there special events that stick out in 
your experience with them?  Like Elgar, the first major 
British example, you are a ‘composer/conductor’ 
nowadays. 
 
I’ve always felt at home working with the BBC SSO and 
I’m beginning to do mixed programmes with them, and 
not just of works by living composers.  Recently it was 
Walton and Tippett. I’ve even conducted Hamish 
MacCunn with them and, on tour with the BBC SSO to 
India, we did everything from Tchaikovsky to Star Wars! 
Little groups went into schools and did workshops, and 
there was a composition workshop on one of the 
conservatories in Chennai.  We gave performances of 
well-known works and then took them to bits for school 
kids, and I was able to work very closely with members 
of the Orchestra. The reason I keep going back to the 
BBC SSO is because the relationship is so good.   
 
If you don’t get on with an orchestra you just stop 
working with them!  All conductors feel the same. There 
are some orchestras I won’t return to, and even certain 
countries I won’t conduct in anymore, France being one 
of them.  Just talk to Stephane Dénève about French 
musicians – he calls them all kinds of names and he is 
French!  I’ve had some terrible experiences there. 
Usually, if you’re invited back that proves that the 
relationship is working. There’s always an issue about 
composer-conductors – some have that facility, some do 
partially, and some don’t – but orchestras like the BBC 
SSO are willing to give that extra bit of width to the 
composer/conductor. It took a while for me to conduct 
Confession with the BBC SSO. They had played it with 
many different people on the podium and I had 
conducted it all over the world with different orchestras – 
then suddenly a few years ago it happened.  It was very 
strange and also very lovely because they regard it as 
one of their big party-pieces, in a way, and it was written 
for them, and it has huge personal significance for me, 
so finally to get in front of them to do my own version of 
it was wonderful.   
 
Were they quick to adjust to your own, authentic, 
interpretation or were there ingrained habits with this 
work that you needed to tweak? 
 
The main differences were to do with tempi and 
phrasing. I really can’t put into words what might be 
different from others.  I’ve done it twice with them and it 
was different both times! 
 
Do you ever find the demands of being a conductor get 
in the way of being a composer? 
 
No, I’ve found, largely, both to be complementary.  I’ve 
learned a lot through working with orchestras over the 
last few decades and it has impacted on my music, 
sometimes in a practical sense. It feeds the imagination,  
as well, when you get to work on other people’s music, 
both living and dead. 

Which of your works have the BBC SSO recorded and 
what’s been going on most recently? 
 
The live premiere of the 4

th
 Symphony and my Violin 

Concerto were released together on CD. There have 
been some all MacMillan concert programmes lately and 
a ‘MacMillan month’ back in March 2017, including one 
concert in which I was able to give the world premieres 
of works written when I was much younger -  things from 
the drawer!  One dates back to my undergraduate days 
in Edinburgh when I must have been around 20.  Then 
there were Symphonic Study and The Keening from 
when I was in Durham in the mid ‘80s.  These were 
pieces I had forgotten about and then found.  The 
Keening actually got lost because things were moving 
very quickly with new works emerging and I was just on 
a roll, really, for many years.  When I found it again I 
realised that I had written it just before Tryst and it was 
full of pre-echoes of that work and Confession.  I felt 
very close to it even though I had forgotten about it.  It 
was worth a revisit, so we re-launched it. 
 
Fresh from our ABCD session on your liturgical music, I 
was struck anew by the major stylistic shift between the 
Missa Brevis (another of those very early, rediscovered 
works) and the Missa Dunelmi.  When you programme 
your youthful work with more recent compositions, that 
must make for some fascinating contrasts - almost like 
two composers? 
 
It felt like that with this concert.  Finding old pieces is like 
finding letters that you wrote when you were much, 
much younger. You’re the same person but you realise 
just how much you’ve changed. 
 
When conducting the BBC SSO with a piece by you 
alongside works by others, who chooses the 
programme? Do you have favourite ‘foils’ when 
programming concerts that include your works? 
 
It varies.  There’s usually some discussion.  The recent 
Edinburgh International Festival performance was the 
Festival’s idea because they were celebrating their 70

th
 

birthday, so it was all about works that had been 
commissioned or premiered by the EIF. So, I conducted 
my Epiclesis alongside Tippett’s Fantasia Concertante 
on a Theme of Corelli and Walton’s Symphony No 2. 
 
I have my own ideas which I bounce off promoters, but I 
do like to have them tempered by some advice.  I’m 
finding that also at the Cumnock Tryst.  I appreciate 
artistic feedback and advice. 
 
What works best with my music gets discussed a lot: for 
example, Hong Kong asked me for 2018 and I 
immediately said Shostakovich because I do think his 
works sit well next to mine.  I did Shostakovich 9 in the 
same programme as my Violin Concerto with a Dutch 
orchestra, but they also put this intriguing programme 
together, ending with Confession and beginning with a 
new work by me but with the two Shostakovich piano 
concertos in the middle.   I do think Sibelius works well 
with my music and, really, all 20

th
 century symphonists, 

post Mahler. 
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Here’s the $64,000 question – how do you truly rate the 
BBC SSO?  
 
They’re one of the top bands!  Each orchestra has its 
own character, its own essence.  It’s not about quality 
and it’s not a competition.  People are really excited 
about what’s happened to the BBC SSO.  That’s not just 
my view, that’s the view of people who perhaps don’t get 
to hear them as often as a Scottish audience.  When 
they do go to The BBC Proms or abroad, or at home to 
the Edinburgh International Festival, people get very 
excited about them. 
 

*** 
 
Shall we give this Herald review the last word?  “How do 
we characterise the phenomenal concert given on 
Saturday night by the BBC SSO, with a string of 
premieres, all conducted by the man himself? The night 
featured music that was beguiling, intriguing, poignant, 
hilarious, electrifyingly exciting, challenging and, for 
those who know a little about MacMillan's music, 
comprehensively revelatory.” (The Herald, January 
2014) 

 
Rebecca Tavener 

 

 
Sir James MacMillan conducting the BBC SSO in City 
Halls, Glasgow, March 2014 (All Photos BBC/John Wood) 

 

Orchestra News  

 

 
Raymond Ovens, pictured left, 1 November 1979 
(Courtesy, BBC SSO) 

 

Raymond Ovens, former leader of the BBC SSO, died 
on 15 December 2017.  He was 85.  Raymond Ovens 
joined the London Symphony Orchestra’s first violin 
section in 1951 and became sub-principal second violin 
in the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra in 1957 (Sir Thomas 
Beecham still at the podium). His first leader post was 
with the City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra, 
followed by various appointments in Canada.  On 
returning to the UK he had first chair positions with the 
New Philharmonia Orchestra and the Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra, and from March 1975 until August 1980 was 
leader of the BBC SSO.  Back in London, he served as 
co-leader of the Philharmonia and leader at English 
National Opera before returning to Glasgow in 1989 for 
one season as leader of the Orchestra of Scottish Opera. 
He resumed his principal second violin seat at the RPO 
in 1990 where he stayed until he retired in 1997. He is 
survived by his wife Maggie and other family members.

In other news, Elizabeth Flack (née Wallace) (second violin section) played her last concert with the BBC SSO in 
Inverness on 13 October 2017.  Another departure is that of John van Lierop (No.3 double bass) on 5 December 
2017. John played for the Club as recently as May 2014.   We wish them well for the future. 
 
We welcome Mark Calder (second trumpet) who will be joining the Orchestra from 30 April 2018. 
 
In autumn 2017, the Orchestra toured Europe (see overleaf).   
 
A further European tour, to the Netherlands and Belgium, is planned for later this year. The Orchestra will be 
performing in Eindhoven (30 May), Rotterdam (1 June), Heerlen (2 June) and Bruges (3 June).   
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The Orchestra’s European Tour 2017 
 
In October 2017, the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra set out on its first tour under the baton of Chief Conductor 
Thomas Dausgaard. 
  
Before the tour, Thomas Dausgaard stated he was “extremely excited at the prospect of sharing our music with 
audiences across central Europe in our first international tour together, culminating in the glorious Musikverein in 
Vienna.”  Dominic Parker, Director of the BBC SSO, echoed his words, adding that, “after a first season with Thomas 
Dausgaard as Chief Conductor that saw some exceptional concerts in Glasgow, at the Edinburgh International 
Festival and at the BBC Proms in London, it is a perfect time for us to be venturing further afield into Europe's musical 
heartland, through Germany, into Italy, and performing in some of the finest concert halls in the world, including the 
Musikverein in Vienna for the first time.” 

The five concert tour, from 31 October to 5 November, comprised evening performances in Germany (Mannheim, 
Wiesbaden and Essen) and Italy (Teatro Nuovo Giovanni da Udine), before concluding with a morning performance 
(11.00 am) at the world famous Musikverein, Vienna. 
 
By all accounts the tour was a great success.  In these concerts, the BBC SSO was joined by violinist Nikolaj Znaider 
in performances of Brahms’ Violin Concerto.  Also on the programmes were Mendelssohn’s ‘Scottish’ Symphony and 
the Four Sea Interludes from Britten’s ‘Peter Grimes’. The same programme had been given at the City Halls, 
Glasgow, on 26 October, with violinist Alexandra Soumm. 
 
I am grateful to Philip Burrin, Mark O’Keeffe and Amanda Shearman for permission to use their photographs. 
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Wagner and Medical Waiting Lists - by Dr J. Ian S. Robertson 

 
In none of Wagner’s thirteen operas is a doctor included, although Wagner has plenty of characters in need of medical 
attention, none more so than Amfortas (in Parsifal) with his chronic painful wound.  Amfortas has, it seems, applied for 
a medical appointment but has been told, according to the information he confides in Gurnemanz, that he must await 
the person allocated to his case.  Amfortas’ spirits have been further dampened by the news that the relevant 
consultant is “an innocent fool”.  The delay is certainly lengthy.  In the libretto it is said to be many years.  It is not until 
Act III that Parsifal treats Amfortas and heals his wound.  In real life someone as important politically as Amfortas 
should either have been hurried up the queue or diverted to private care. Either of those courses would, however, 
have deprived us of both music and drama. 
 
(With thanks to The Wagner Society of Scotland, in whose Newsletter a fuller version of this piece first appeared). 
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CLUB CONCERT REVIEWS 
 
Alberto Menéndez Escribano and 
Friends: Monday 9 October 2017 
 
Alberto Menéndez Escribano (Horn),  
Ana Cordova (Double Bass),  
Arthur Boutillier (Cello),  
Lynda Cochrane (Piano) 
 
The evening was not without surprises and, in one case, 
even a puzzle. More about the puzzle later. The first 
surprise was that, at the start of the concert, Alberto 
Menéndez Escribano announced a couple of changes to 
the advertised programme, but not to the first item – 
Schumann’s enchanting Adagio and Allegro for horn 
and piano. However, he seemed to have no means of 
playing his part, as he appeared to have left his horn 
elsewhere.  It turned out that Ana Cordova was going to 
launch the evening by playing the Schumann in an 
arrangement for double bass. Schumann certainly 
sanctioned the use of a cello instead of horn, but most 
members of the audience were probably hearing the 
double bass version for the first time. It turned out to be 
a most interesting and successful transcription. Who 
would have thought that this instrument could be so 
ardently lyrical in the song-like Adagio or so athletic in 
the jubilant Allegro which follows? Lynda Cochrane, no 
stranger to Club concerts, provided ideal support in both 
sections.  Odd to think that we were all hearing 
something which Schumann himself almost certainly 
never heard.  It is difficult to imagine that he would have 
disapproved.  
 

 
Lynda Cochrane, Alberto Menéndez Escribano (Jon Shaw) 

 
Telemann’s Horn Concerto in D replaced the advertised 
one by Mercadante, and a very winning piece it turned 
out to be. Alberto Menéndez Escribano proved more 
than equal to the challenges of the often high-lying solo 
part, whether in the jaunty opening Vivace with its 
repeated notes, in the horn’s almost rhapsodic response 
to the rather formal orchestral (piano) part in the slow 
movement or in its decorative additions to the final 
minuet. 
 
Ana Cordova and Lynda Cochrane returned to play 
another rarity – the Grand Allegro “alla Mendelssohn” by 

Giovanni Bottesini, the famous 19
th
 century composer 

and virtuoso, sometimes referred to as ‘the Paganini of 
the double bass’. It put the instrument through its paces 
from the top to the bottom of its register. It was 
Mendelssohnian not only in its lyricism and drive but, to 
this listener at least, in what seemed like a number of 
reminiscences of the E minor Violin Concerto. Its 
virtuosic finish brought the first half of the concert to a 
rousing conclusion.   
 
Following the interval we heard what will once more 
have been a first for most members of the audience: 
Sea Eagle, for solo horn by Peter Maxwell Davies, first 
performed at the Dartington Summer School by Richard 
Watkins in 1982, the year of its composition. This 
atmospheric piece requires the soloist to employ a wide 
range of dynamics and effects, all of which were brought 
off with aplomb by the BBC SSO’s Section Principal 
Horn. 
 
Mozart’s Sonata for Cello and Bassoon, K292, written 
when the composer was nineteen years old and 
arranged for double bass, brought together two 
members of the Royal Scottish National Orchestra, Ana 
Cordova, of whose excellence we had already had 
ample evidence, and cellist Arthur Boutillier, a young 
Frenchman whose playing was an unalloyed delight. 
From the word go, he communicated a palpable sense 
of enjoyment, making frequent eye contact with his 
partner and responding to all the moods of the music, 
whether in its moments of lyricism or in the humour of 
the rondo finale. His tone was bright and well projected, 
and he blended mellifluously with Ana Cordova when 
the players were required to duet. It was a pity that he 
appeared only in this one piece, but it was an 
appearance that whetted the appetite for more. 
 
Richard Strauss (whose father was, of course, a famous 
horn player) found himself supplanted in another change 
to the advertised programme. In place of his 
Introduction, Theme and Variations in E flat – not a title 
to set the heart on fire – we were treated to the much 
more romantically named En Forêt by Eugène Bozza, a 
20

th
 century Franco-Italian composer who died as 

recently as 1991. This showpiece for horn and piano is 
apparently well known by players of the former 
instrument, but will have been new to many. It was a 
splendid piece and received a marvellous performance. 
 
En Forêt opens with energetic, outdoor music replete 
with horn calls and whoops and their echoes; but then 
came, for me, the real puzzle of the evening as the horn 
began to play a melody copied almost note for note from 
the plainsong sequence from the Mass for Easter 
Sunday, Victimae Paschali Laudes.  After this episode 
the music reverted to its former mood and Hubert, 
represented by the horn, romped back home in a very 
positive frame of mind at the end of the piece. 
 
A little detective work was needed to find out what might 
have been going on here. It appears that En Forêt is 
based on the legend of St Hubert, an 8

th
 century wastrel 

who was converted to Christianity when he went hunting 
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on Good Friday in the forest of the piece’s title, instead 
of accompanying the faithful to church.  He received a 
vision of the crucified Christ between the antlers of a 
stag he was about to kill.  This miraculous manifestation 
caused him to mend his ways, to the extent that he later 
became Bishop of Liège and was canonised, at least in 
the popular imagination. He is the patron saint of 
hunters.  It seems that Bozza, in depicting this incident, 
instead of choosing to quote music from the liturgy of 
Good Friday, preferred instead to use that of Easter 
Sunday, as though Hubert had met Mary Magdalen on 
her way back from the empty tomb.  
 
The scene of St Hubert’s conversion is the subject of a 
remarkable painting in the Prado (Madrid) attributed to 
Jan Brueghel the Elder and Rubens, a painting 
reproduced on the label of bottles of the herbal liqueur 
Jägermeister (Master of the Hunt). 
 
All of the musicians who played for us were making their 
debut at the club, with the exception, of course, of Lynda  

Cochrane, who is a long-standing favourite. If they 
enjoyed their evening with us as much as we did, we 
may well hope to see and hear them again. 

 

 
Arthur Boutillier, Alberto Menéndez Escribano, Ana 
Cordova, Lynda Cochrane (Jon Shaw) 

 
Daniel Divers 
 

 

 
Barry Deacon and Friends: Monday, 
13 November 2017 
 

Barry Deacon (Clarinet), Amy Cardigan 
(Violin), Harold Harris (Cello) and Laura 
McIntosh (Piano) 
 
 

 
Barry Deacon (Norman McGadie) 

 
Barry Deacon, an old friend of the Club, presented and 
performed in an unusual programme of trios, each of 
which inhabited a different and fascinating sound world. 
 
The evening began with what was, but did not sound like, 
the most recently composed of the works, a Trio by Gian 
Carlo Menotti for Clarinet, Violin and Piano. Menotti is 
probably better known as the composer of the television 
Christmas opera ‘Amahl and the Night Visitors’, the 
founder of the Festival of Two Worlds in Spoleto and the 
librettist of Samuel Barber’s most successful opera 
‘Vanessa’. The trio is a most engaging piece in three 
movements, the outer two quick and witty, the central 

one lyrical. The first movement (Capriccio) opens jauntily, 
but also contains a number of lyrical ideas, including one 
theme of real melodic distinction. The central Romance 
has clarinet and violin exchanging soaring, romantic, 
expansive lines, and the finale (Envoi) is by turns fugal, 
lively and witty. It received a most convincing 
performance from all three musicians, who were clearly 
convinced of its worth, as were their listeners. 
 
Not the least useful aspect of Club concerts is the off-the 
-beaten track repertoire often chosen by the performers, 
who, unsurprisingly, know their way around the music 
composed for their instruments rather better than the rest 
of us.  Another is the chance to hear and see at close 
quarters members of the BBC SSO in more informal 
conditions than can exist at the concerts in the Grand 
Hall. 
 

 
Laura McIntosh, Amy Cardigan, Barry Deacon (Jim 

McGrath) 

 
In this context Barry Deacon proved himself to be a most 
engaging compère throughout the evening, not only 
providing spoken programme notes, but tantalising 
members of the audience with quiz-type questions about 
the Beatles (their responses to which suggested that they 
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would be unwise to choose that as a specialist subject 
should they ever find themselves invited on to 
Mastermind). 
 

 
Barry Deacon, Laura McIntosh and Harold Harris (Jim 

McGrath) 

 
The Menotti was followed by the most substantial work of 
the evening, Brahms’s Trio for Clarinet, Cello and Piano 
in A minor, Op.114, one of a number of late compositions 
which he was inspired to write after hearing the playing of 
the clarinettist Richard Mühlfeld. The others which have 
clarinet parts are the Clarinet Quintet in B Minor, Op.115 
and two splendid Sonatas for Clarinet and Piano, Op.120 
Nos 1 & 2 (which also exist in arrangements for Viola and 
Piano). Given that Brahms had already decided to retire, 
these works and a substantial body of late works for solo 
piano comprise a legacy for which lovers of music, and of 
Brahms in particular, should be grateful. 
 
 

The presence of the cello contributes to the 
predominantly autumnal feel of much of the Trio.  Harold 
Harris played the part with a marvellous generosity of 
tone. The work itself may be late, but has an abundance 
of memorable ideas, not only in its opening Allegro alla 
Breve, but in the more song-like Adagio and Andantino 
which follow it. The start of the Adagio was remarkable 
for a long melody which Barry Deacon delivered with 
seemingly inexhaustible supplies of breath. How does he 
do it? The Andantino, in triple time, is rather like a 
songful intermezzo before the final Allegro, a more fiery 
and energetic affair with hints of the Hungarian side of 
Brahms. Here, as elsewhere throughout the evening, 
Laura McIntosh proved herself to be more than up to the 
considerable demands of the keyboard writing. 
 
Following the interval, Amy Cardigan introduced a suite 
of five numbers from The Soldier’s Tale by Stravinsky, a 
composer who was a great recycler of his own works, to 
say nothing of those of other composers.  This version 
for trio, which exploits in different ways the possibilities of 
all three instruments is, in your humble correspondent’s 
opinion, more enjoyable than the complete work.  All 
three players rose to its challenges, whether in the shrill 
upper ranges of the clarinet in the opening ‘Soldier’s 
March’, the ostinato piano figure of the second 
movement (‘The Soldier’s Violin’), in exchange for which 
he sells his soul to the devil, or the tango of the fourth 
movement, which was remarkable for the display of 
double stopping which Amy Cardigan clearly relished. 
The concluding ‘Dance of the Devil’, with its rhythmic 
drive and terrific concluding flourish, brought a very 
satisfying concert to a rousing conclusion. Yet another 
musical treat for a chill winter’s evening. 
 
Daniel Divers 

 
 

Mark O’Keeffe (Trumpet) and Walter 
Blair (Piano): 4 December 2017 
 
 

 
Mark O’Keeffe (Norman McGadie) 
 
For the Club’s Christmas Concert Mark O’Keeffe, 
principal trumpet of the BBC SSO, and Walter Blair 
presented an evening of arrangements for trumpet and 

piano of vocal music, mainly drawn from the repertoire 
that might be encountered in a song recital, though it 
would be difficult to think of any one singer who could 
comfortably embrace such a wide variety of styles in a 
single programme. One consequence of this choice was 
that the evening was replete with melody: song thrives 
on melody in a way that symphonic music for the most 
part does not. 
 
Walter Blair, who throughout the recital proved to be a 
most supportive and sensitive partner, sat out the first 
item, Blow the Wind Southerly, which was performed 
unaccompanied, perhaps in deference to the famous 
recording by Kathleen Ferrier.  Mark O’Keeffe played 
the song with an enviable control of legato, which 
prompted the thought that, while singers have to find a 
way round consonants, which are the enemy of legato, 
instrumentalists, apart from pianists and percussionists, 
have no such difficulty. The next port of call was Cadiz, 
as depicted in “Les Filles de Cadiz” by Léo Delibes - one 
of the earliest examples of the love affair between 
French composers and Spain. Here Mark produced trills 
which would be the envy of any soprano. There followed 
“Softly Awakes my Heart” from Saint-Saëns’s opera 
‘Samson et Delilah’. For the present writer, this number 
evoked memories of another famous contralto/mezzo-
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soprano, Marion Anderson, the first black singer to 
perform at the Metropolitan Opera New York.  As a 
matter of fact, the evening was benignly haunted by the 
ghosts of singers of the past. The performance of this 
aria was notable for Mark O’Keeffe’s extraordinary 
breath control and the deftness with which Walter Blair 
coped with a pretty tricky piano reduction of the 
orchestral score and with page turns as well. What a 
remarkably chromatic affair the refrain of this famous 
aria is! Saint-Saëns came to be regarded as old hat in 
his later years, but he was a very prolific and highly 
inventive composer.  
 
The ghost of Victoria de los Angeles hovered over the 
performers for Falla’s ‘Seven Popular Spanish Songs’, 
which brought the first half of the evening to a close. It 
was interesting to hear how well these songs worked 
musically, even when shorn of their texts, which range 
from warnings about (metaphorically) stained cloth in a 
shop window, through the trials and tribulations of lovers 
to a gentle cradle song. Falla’s music is, of course, 
genuinely Spanish and the country’s dance rhythms are 
very much of the essence in these songs.  Their mood 
encompasses wistfulness, maternal tenderness and 
bitterness; the piano parts are by turns mesmerising and 
rhythmically sprightly. All of this was realised with 
accomplishment by both trumpeter and pianist. 
 

 
Walter Blair (Norman McGadie) 

 
Following an interval in which seasonal fare was 
provided for the audience, we were transported to Paris 
in the year of the German invasion for a waltz-song by 
Francis Poulenc, “Les Chemins de L’Amour”. The 
presiding ghost this time was that of Yvonne Printemps, 
the noted chanteuse for whom Poulenc composed this 
song.  It is one of his most popular works, unsurprisingly 
in view of the attractiveness of its melody and its catchy 
refrain. Ravel’s ‘Habañera’ of 1907, originally a vocalise, 
bridged the gap between Poulenc and another 
composer active during World War II, Kurt Weill, whose 
song “Je ne t’aime pas” evoked memories of Ute 
Lemper, who doesn’t really qualify as a ghost, as she is 
still with us. Someone who unfortunately is no longer 
with us is the Siberian baritone Dmitri Hvorostovsky, to 
whom Mark O’Keeffe, who revealed himself as a singer 
manqué, paid eloquent tribute when introducing the next 
two items. These were “When Silent Night Doth Hold 
Me” and “Spring Waters”. Both are by Rachmaninov. 
For these songs we were emphatically in Russia, as the 

composer, who was a prolific writer of songs, never 
wrote a single one after his emigration to the United 
States in 1917. The former number was remarkable for 
the astounding breath control which Mark lavished on its 
final phrase; the latter for the bravura with which both 
performers attacked its virtuosic writing, particularly for 
the piano.  
 

 
Walter Blair and Mark O’Keeffe (Jim McGrath) 

 
After so many visits to foreign parts, it was inevitable 
that Mark would pay at least a brief visit home. Home in 
this case was represented by “Believe me, if all those 
endearing young charms”, a setting to a traditional 
melody of words by the Irish poet Tom Moore, who, 
Mark explained, wrote the verse as a tribute to his wife, 
who had been scarred by smallpox. Mark’s rendering of 
this song, which was genuinely touching, was marked 
by a generosity of phrasing which not even John 
McCormack, whose ghost fluttered in the background, 
could match. (Incidentally, the recording of this song 
which McCormack made on the eve of St Patrick’s Day 
in 1911 in New York is greatly to be preferred to his 
1935 performance, despite the latter’s superior sound 
quality).  We moved rather to the south of New York for 
the penultimate number of the evening, “Sometimes I 
feel like a Motherless Child”, with its strong evocation of 
the late Paul Robeson. Robeson, being a bass, could 
only sing the song in his own register. Mark O’Keeffe, 
being a trumpeter, was able to cover with equal effect a 
range which no singer could master. The evening ended 
nearer to home with “My Love is Like a Red, Red Rose”, 
the famous love song by Burns. The presiding spirit here 
was, of course, that of Kenneth McKellar, whose early 
recording of this peach of a song is hard to beat. Mark 
encouraged the audience to sing along, and some 
doughty souls made a brave stab at doing so, but, for all 
the familiarity of the words and melody, the wide range 
of the tune puts it beyond the comfort zone of most 
amateur singers. Better to leave it to the professionals? 
 
It turned out that, before coming to the City Halls, Mark 
had spent an exhausting day in the recording studio. 
That he nevertheless honoured his commitment to 
perform for the Club speaks volumes for his sheer 
professionalism and his generosity of spirit. Not for the 
first time, the Club is indebted to him for an outstanding 
evening of music making.  
 
Daniel Divers
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Gian Carlo Menotti (1911-2007)  
Composer, Librettist & Scottish Landowner 
 
The music of Gian Carlo Menotti has featured 
occasionally at Club concerts. Most recently, Barry 
Deacon (clarinet) with BBC SSO colleagues Amy 
Cardigan (violin) and Harold Harris (cello) played his 
Clarinet Trio of 1996 (see page 17).  Barry Deacon 
confessed that he knew little about the composer, who 
does merit some notice, not least because of his 
Scottish connections. 
 

 
Gian Carlo Menotti (Carl Van Vechten, Wikimedia Commons) 

 

Menotti was born in Italy in 1911 but emigrated to the 
USA in 1928, enrolling as a student of music in 
Philadelphia. He and the composer Samuel Barber met 
and became devoted partners, living together at Mount 
Kisko, New York, for many years. 
 
Menotti was a prolific composer, whose output included 
28 operas of which the best known are ‘Amahl and the 
Night Visitors’, ‘The Consul’, ‘The Telephone or L’amour 
a Trois’ and ‘The Medium’. He also composed several 
ballets, numerous choral works, symphonies and a violin 
concerto. 
 
Menotti wrote a stage play ('The Leper’) and all his own 
librettos, plus several for other composers. One of the 
briefest of the latter is that for ‘Introductions and 
Goodbyes’ by Lukas Foss which lasts just 9 minutes. 
This includes a cocktail party guest (who does not 
appear on stage) called Dr Lavender-Gas, a name 
which evokes for me the image of an effeminate 
anaesthetist. 
 
Menotti’s best known libretto is that for Barber’s 
‘Vanessa’, an opera which will be performed at 
Glyndebourne later this year. The action is vaguely 
stated as taking place “somewhere in northern Europe”. 
However, the characters speak English, which narrows 
the possibilities. The locale is even more firmly indicated 
by a lively Hogmanay party in which an inebriated doctor 
is required to attend to a miscarriage and an 
unsuccessful suicide attempt. 
 
In 1973 Menotti and Barber parted (Barber died in 1981) 
and Menotti purchased Yester House and estate south 
of Edinburgh.  
 
Here he was wont to describe himself as “Mr. 
MacNotty”. His residency in Scotland was marked by 
repeated and often spectacular boundary disputes with 
the local council. Yester House was later gifted to the 
son whom he had adopted in 1974, a former actor and 
figure skater.  Menotti died in 2007 at the age of 95 and 
is buried in East Lothian. 
 
Dr J. Ian S. Robertson 

Bob Simans 
 

 
Bob Simans (Courtesy Academy of Sacred Music) 

 

 

Just as this edition of the Newsletter was being 
completed, we learnt of the death of Bob Simans, the 
founding Chairman of the BBC Scottish Symphony Club. 
 
Bob joined the BBC SSO violins on 11 August 1968 and 
left on 20 October 1971 (in those days violin players 
were not allocated to the first or second violin section). 
Before his time with the BBC SSO he had been a 
member of the then Scottish National Orchestra - and at 
various points after his resignation from the BBC SSO he 
played regularly with all the Scottish Orchestras. He was 
also a fine pianist and accompanist and a very well-
known figure in Glasgow’s musical life.   
 
The next Newsletter will carry a more extensive piece 
about Bob.  


