
Honorary President Donald Runnicles OBE 
 
 

Autumn 2017         Newsletter         No. 56 £2.00 

 
 

 
 

In this issue:
 
Eileen Robertson – an appreciation 
 
More Broadcasting during the War – Vera Lynn and Shostakovich 
 
Reviews of Club Recitals 
 
Annual Reception 



 2 

Autumn Reverie 
 
Eileen Robertson, my immediate 
predecessor as Chairman of the 
Club (she preferred the traditional 
title), died on July 7

th
 following a 

long illness.  I recall my first ever 
Club recital which happened to be 
(though I didn’t know it) the last one 
given at St Bride’s Church in 
Hyndland before the Club fully 
embraced the City Halls. I was being 
introduced as a potential new 
Committee member by Susan Shaw, 
the then Vice-Chairman. Eileen 
could not have been more 
welcoming. In the years that 
followed she proved to be a 
pleasure to work with, and it was 
self-evident that she was dedicated 
to the Club in a way that I suspect 
few, if any, will ever match. So, it is 
only proper that this champion of the 
Club should adorn our cover and be 
honoured with a piece celebrating 
her life.   
 
I am pleased to report that Club 
Member Graham Skellern has joined 
the Committee.  I know him of old 
from Strathclyde University where 
we were colleagues.  The 
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. 

This Newsletter brings the Club 
concert reviews for the past season 
up-to-date. Two are written by 
Daniel Divers who, as previously 

reported, has very kindly agreed to 
become our resident reviewer.  That 
presupposes he is able to attend all 
our recitals, but he was abroad at 
the time of the AGM concert, and so 
Ian Robertson kindly stepped into 
the breach. Through Ian Robertson’s 
good services, we have obtained the 
permission of Dale Bilsland, 
Chairman of the Wagner Society of 
Scotland to occasionally include 
some of the “squibs” (as Ian terms 
them) that he has written for that 
Society’s newsletter. 
 
The Spring issue was completed just 
before the March Annual Reception 
and so this edition contains a liberal 
collection of photos from that event; 
more excellent work by John Wood. 
 
In this issue you will also find our 
customary news of comings and 
goings at the BBC SSO, including a 
profile of Alberto Menéndez 
Escribano, the Orchestra’s Section 
Principal Horn.  Information about 
new releases of recordings by the 
Orchestra is also to be found.  New 
CDs, and some older recordings, 
can usually be bought at a discount 
at Club recitals.  Special mention 
should be made of the recent 
release of piano music by Beach, 
Chaminade and Howell played by 
Danny Driver and the BBC SSO 
conducted by Rebecca Miller. 
Although it did not win, this 
recording was short-listed in the 
Concerto category for a 2017 
Gramophone award. 

You will also find Part 4 of Mary 
Lawson’s fascinating musical 
memories of her work with the BBC 
during the war years and an article 
contributed by former Newsletter 
editor Martin Armstrong on that 
magnificent Glasgow church, St 
Andrew’s in the Square. 
 
And so to my biannual plea for copy.  
The Newsletter depends on the 
articles provided by Club members, 
players and other colleagues in the 
BBC.  If you would like to write a 
piece about your hobby, or even a 
favourite hobbyhorse – please do!  
You will find here a grateful editor 
only too happy to publish it! 
 
One year ago, we managed a letters 
page but, alas, none such appeared 
in the Spring 2017 edition and the 
same apples to the copy now in your 
hands.  I believe a letters page 
would be a great boon and help bind 
us together as a Club.  We want to 
hear from the members and the 
players about what interests you, 
what you like about the Club and 
ways we can improve.  
 
I hope you enjoy this edition of the 
Newsletter.  
 
Jim McGrath 
 
FRONT COVER: Eileen Robertson in 
the City Halls, January 2015, when 
she was presented with a portrait 
painted by Committee member Meg 
Speirs.  

(John Wood) 
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Bon mots et bonnes notes (occasional musical space fillers!) 
 
Stravinsky’s ‘Les Noces’ was not at all to the liking of The Gramophone’s reviewer in October 1934 who offered the 
following opinion.  “The world is sufficiently full of unpleasant noises and [any] wilful addition to the number should be 
punished as a criminal offence”. 
 

http://www.hyperion-records.co.uk/a.asp?a=A1863
http://www.hyperion-records.co.uk/a.asp?a=A86
mailto:info@bbcscottishsymphonyclub.com
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Eileen Robertson (1932-2017) 
 

 
 
Eileen Robertson (née Connor) was born and brought up 
in Glasgow. After attending the High School of Glasgow, 
she went to Glasgow University where she studied 
Modern Languages, studies that were interrupted by 
serious ill health when she suffered kidney failure.   With 
five others she joined an experimental pilot study aimed 
at treating this condition. Eileen was the only one of the 
group to survive.  (In her later years she would also see 
off skin cancer – at one point in 1984 being given only 
two months to live).  Because of this, Eileen had to 
repeat a year at University and to fund this auditioned for 
the Glasgow University choral scholarship with the then 
director of music, Frederick Rimmer.  She became, as he 
used to say, his first ‘first soprano’ and some readers 
may remember Eileen’s wonderful rich singing voice.  
(Other choral scholars that year included Ann Baird, who 
later sang with Scottish Opera, Peter Morrison, and his 
cousin Ronny Morrison). When Eileen did graduate from 
Glasgow University in Modern Languages, there was 
much cheering in the Bute Hall as few had thought she 
would ever be well enough to graduate.  
 
Eileen worked for a while as a secretary in the Chemistry 
department at the University but then decided to go into 
teaching.  Progressing rapidly, she went on to become 
head of Modern Languages at Cranhill and Whitehill 
schools.  Changing tack, she latterly served as Head of 
Religious Studies at Eastbank Academy.  
 
Eileen loved the arts, including the Citizens Theatre and 
Scottish Opera.  But it was with the BBC Scottish 
Orchestra that she forged a special connection.  She had 
started attending concerts in the old building at Queen 
Margaret Drive in the 1950s, and her commitment to the 
Orchestra was only reinforced when she met John ‘Jock’ 
Robertson.  He had joined the BBC Scottish Orchestra in 
1936 (one year after its foundation) and was the first 
professional musician to be trained as a sound engineer, 
becoming the BBC's chief sound engineer working in 
London for many years before returning to Scotland.  
John was also the founder conductor of the Scottish 
Country Dance Players and wrote several country 
dances, including ‘The Duke and Duchess of Edinburgh’ 
(for which he had to receive royal approval)! After 
courting, Eileen and John were married and she became 
stepmother to Elizabeth and Iain. Sadly, Eileen and John 
only had a short time together before John passed away.  

The BBC’s proposal to disband five of its ensembles, 
including the BBC SSO, led to the Musicians Union strike 
of 1980. The BBC SSO was saved while others were not 
so fortunate. During the strike, Eileen used to bring tea 
and coffee and home-baking to the picket lines.  Her 
passion for the Orchestra rings clear in her own 
description of those days. 
 
“1980 saw my entrance into criminal activities – 
smuggling instruments out of Queen Margaret Drive to 
the ‘Save It’ concerts. Of all the ‘Save It’ concerts I went 
to, the most moving was the open air one in the Botanic 
Gardens – yards from the BBC. The players played their 
hearts out, conducted by Glyn Bragg. Tears were not far 
from many an eye. It was obscene that these people 
should be playing outside rather than inside their 
premises. Many of you will remember our SOS stickers 
and badges, supplying hot drinks and sandwiches to 
picket lines and on occasion taking a bedraggled, 
disconsolate musician or two home to toast their toes. 
Triumph, mixed with sadness for the Radio Band, as we 
smuggled the instruments back in”. 
 
The Club owes its inception to the strike and its 
immediate aftermath, and Eileen was one of its founder 
members (number 4, to be precise). She joined the 
Club’s management committee in 1984 and served 
continuously for 30 years until her retirement in 
September 2014, under such Club luminaries as 
Margaret McIver (1989-1991), Gavin Settle (1991-1994), 
Margaret Beaton (1994-2002) and Malcolm Flemington 
(2002-2010). She became Vice-Chair in 2002 (to 
Malcolm Flemington) and then Chairman (her preferred 
title) in 2010, serving in that capacity for 4 more years. 
 
Heather Corbett is well known as the Orchestra’s 
principal percussionist.  She and Eileen were very great 
friends, and so Eileen attended many BBC SSO 
concerts, indeed possibly more than anyone else.  Eileen 
often supervised the Club Stall at these concerts, profits 
from which were used to support the Orchestra and the 
Club. In its heyday the Stall stocked a wide range of 
mementos, from BBC SSO mugs and whisky tumblers to 
BBC SSO ties and CDs.  Eileen always took great care 
to display the stock to its best advantage – whether it 
was for a Studio One Invitation Concert at Broadcasting 
House or in Aberdeen, Ayr, Inverness, Leeds or, on 
occasions, at venues in Europe when the Orchestra was 
on tour.  Carrying the stock from venue to venue (which 
in later years Eileen and Heather often did themselves) 
was no easy task. 
 
Eileen oversaw for the Club the change in venue from St 
Bride’s Church in Hyndland Road to the Recital Room at 
City Halls, successfully completed for the 2011-12 
Season.  It was a move that greatly benefitted the Club. 
 
She liked to paint in her spare time and delighted in her 
cottage in Crail.  But the BBC SSO and the Club were 
very close to her heart.  Eileen was incredibly hard 
working on behalf of the Club, wise in her counsel and 
astute and patient in her management of the Club’s affair 
and the occasionally boisterous meetings of the Club 
Committee.  She was a most welcoming and warm 
personality as members will testify, kind and generous, 
and will be much missed by those who knew her. 
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Broadcasting during the War 
Mary Lawson’s Memoirs Part 4 
 
It is summer 1941 and Mary is about to leave the 
recording section of Broadcasting House for Maida Vale 
 

 
BBC Maida Vale (John Andrews, Geograph Project, through 
Wikicommons) 

 
Built in 1909 and starting life as a skating rink, the Maida 
Vale building had been purchased by the BBC in the 
early 1930s to provide a home for the newly formed BBC 
Symphony Orchestra and its Director, Adrian Boult.  The 
rink became the acoustically excellent Studio One, 
source of the pre-war weekly orchestral concerts.  At one 
end was a seated balcony for a small audience and at 
the other, the BBC organ for the resident organist, Dr 
Thalben Ball.   Also on this floor, variably sized Studios 2, 
3 and 4, each equipped with a Steinway piano, were 
suitable for smaller orchestras, chamber groups and 
recitals or talks. The furniture was standard Government 
issue chairs and tables, while the décor of battleship grey 
and faded green was very distinct from Broadcasting 
House’s 1930s Art Deco.  
 
Downstairs was our basement work area.  A few patches 
of flaking white paint, probably applied decades ago, still 
clung to the exposed blackened brickwork. Along two 
walls were continuous runs of large 1930s cast iron pipes 
which carried hot and cold water to the whole building 
while parallel to these were new hastily applied lengths of 
conduit carrying the vital power cables and 
communication lines. Unpainted brick walls divided a 
succession of spaces which had been roughly partitioned 
to make rooms.  At the staircase end was our local 
Control Room, directly connected to the one at 

Broadcasting House and continuously ‘manned’ by a 
Chief Engineer (CE) and a couple of Women Operators 
(WOs).  Next was a sort of First Aid room with basic 
necessities, then an adjacent cubicle with four bunks, 
then two rooms given over to the Maintenance Engineers 
(MEs). Here, floor to ceiling storage racks were packed 
with replacement parts and wooden benches were 
cluttered with electrical components. The MEs task was 
to repair or recycle, if possible, the components of any bit 
of equipment which was not operating correctly. 
Everything was in short supply. 
 
Finally we reached the Recording Section where it was 
obvious that ‘things had been done in a hurry’.  When the 
first bomb hit Broadcasting House in 1940, Maida Vale, 
thought to be a less conspicuous target, was hastily 
brought into use.  In the first partitioned room were two 
disc recorders and a group of playback turntables. The 
second housed two adjacent Marconi-Stille tape 
recorders. The third contained a Phillips-Miller film 
recorder and in the fourth space ranks of shelving were 
equipped to store completed reels of steel tape, film and 
discs. In each recording room was the universal metal 
rack housing the grey metal boxes containing amplifiers 
and other electronics. Terminals with jacks connected 
incoming and outgoing material with studios or the 
Control Room.   The BBC’s ‘fail safe’ policy was to have 
two identical units next to each other. Switches enabled 
instant transfer from one recorder to the other if it was 
noticed that the newly recorded sound was losing some 
quality. This quick action caused only a barely noticeable 
blip in the recorded sound.    
 
The Senior Recording Engineer (SRE), our only contact 
with the outside world, had a telephone on his table and 
on the wall above was a notice board pinned with a 
variety of typed ‘Instructions’. One faded slip of paper 
said ‘The nearest public shelter is 100 yards along 
Delaware Road.’ Another one said ‘Do not bore us with 
your bomb story- yours was no worse than ours.’ 
 
On my first day at Maida Vale, my guide had enlightened 
me about the status of engineers in the BBC hierarchy.  
Directors, producers, broadcasters, announcers, actors 
and musicians were the ‘Upstairs People’ whom we 
would seldom see except on our daily visits to the 
canteen.  We were the ‘Downstairs People’, the 
Nibelungs, who simply carried out instructions sent from 
above. The ‘Upstairs People’ never visited our dungeon. 
 
Every morning the SRE received by internal post a typed 
document which was that day’s Recording Schedule.  He 
allocated each one of the day’s tasks to the person with 
experience of the medium needed (disc, film or tape) but 
most important was the specified deadline. Recordings 
needed for news bulletins took priority.  We WOs got the 
less urgent stuff. Thus, on my first morning I was 
introduced to ‘The Front Line Family’, the first BBC soap 
opera. Recorded daily on disc, this recounted the daily 
life of a ‘typical plucky British family’.  Home each 
evening after his day job making planes, Mr. Robinson 
donned his Home Guard uniform and went to defend the 
country against invasion. Mrs. Robinson, an expert at 
managing the rations, also did First Aid and ran both a 
canteen for service men and the Women’s Voluntary 
Service Rest Centre for those bombed out. One 
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daughter, Mary, was in the WAAF, the other in the 
WRNs, and of course their son Andy was a Spitfire pilot.  
This stuff fortunately was never heard on our Home or 
Forces services but complete recordings of every week’s 
instalments were sent off speedily to the US networks 
which were apparently greedy for them. The Family were 
in fact actors script reading in one of the studios above 
us but when they began to receive parcels of food and 
candy, they became aware that people in the US 
believed them to be a real family.  Some of the goodies 
even found their way downstairs. We too acquired an 
addiction to this ‘soap’. Having left Andy crashing to the 
ground in his Spitfire, returning on shift after two days off 
one’s first question was “Did Andy get out in time?” “Of 
course,” would be the reply.   
 
Two weeks after my arrival at Maida Vale, I moved to the 
evening shift, 4pm to midnight. I was delighted when a 
Recording Engineer (RE) was told to teach me the use of 
the tape and film recorders.  We began with the Marconi-
Stille tape recorder, with which I was already acquainted 
(see the Spring Newsletter). Introduced in 1933, these 
effective machines were useful for comedy, drama and 
the more routine music programmes. They also could 
record programmes lasting an hour or more.  But they 
were cumbersome and prone to awkward faults, such as 
when a tape broke and the ends had to be spot-welded 
together. In 1945, the war over, a BBC research engineer 
went to Germany and returned with the compact portable 
Magnetophone at which we gazed with astonishment and 
envy. The Germans used lightweight plastic tape 
impregnated with ferrite rather than the tungsten steel 
tape (3mm wide and 0.08mm) needed for the Marconi 
Stille.  
 
The very next day my RE tutor pronounced me 
‘Competent’ and I did my first unsupervised tape 
recording. A young singer had devised a programme 
entitled ‘Sincerely Yours’. Between each of her songs, 
she read out personal messages from family and friends 
in the UK to servicemen stationed in war zones across 
the world. This was recorded on disc so that if 
inadvertently any of these messages revealed to the 
‘enemy’ the location of a particular service unit, they 
could be removed.  My tape was a back-up to this 
process.  Soon, ‘Important People’ described the 
programme as ‘too sentimental and bad for morale’ and 
wanted it taken off.  Together with our people on night 
shift who had repeatedly to play this same programme 
throughout the night, across the 5 Time Zones, we felt 
the same.  However when we heard that ‘Thank You’ 
letters were pouring in from the deserts of North Africa to 
the jungles of Burma for ‘Dear Vera’ (for this was, of 
course, Vera Lynn) from her ‘Dear Boys,’ we accepted 
the soldiers’ verdict.  It was also gratifying that our work 
served some purpose. 
 
The loss of the Queen’s Hall required a whole re-think by 
Henry Wood about how to continue the Proms.  The 
Royal Albert Hall, despite its size and notorious echo was 
the only alternative location.  The London Philharmonic 
and London Symphony Orchestras would share the 
season with the BBC SO and conductors Adrian Boult, 
Basil Cameron and, later, Malcolm Sargent would assist 
Sir Henry.  A trial season in the 1941 summer had 

surprised everyone by its success. The Royal Albert Hall 
had been packed to the limit. 
 
Classical music seemed to supply a real need in those 
days, as evidenced by the huge success of the 
spontaneous daytime concerts organised by the pianist 
Myra Hess in the National Gallery, many of the audience 
in uniform.  Despite having their ranks depleted by the 
‘call up’, orchestras played in any undamaged space to 
full houses, borrowing players from each other if needed. 
The weekly BBC Symphony Orchestra concert was not 
yet recorded for use on the Overseas Service because of 
the unreliable quality of short wave transmission. 
Reporters told us, however, that it was received and 
listened to in Europe and North Africa.   
 

 
The Phillips-Miller film system (BBC, courtesy of Roger 

Beckwith) 

 
As an alternative to the Marconi-Stille system, the 
Phillips-Miller film system was used for all classical music 
recording and I learned how to work it when I was sent to 
help record a concert by the BBC Symphony Orchestra.  
In their wartime base in Bedford they performed a weekly 
broadcast on the Home Service, playing in the local hall 
called the Corn Exchange. This was recorded at Maida 
Vale for playback on the Forces Service. The BBC SO 
travelled to Maida Vale Studio 1 usually only for special 
performances of new works, those requiring large forces 
including the BBC Singers and when rehearsing for the 
Prom concerts (these last were always recorded).   
 
The Phillips-Miller recorder used a process in which a 
continuous variable area sound track was played back by 
projecting a narrow beam of light through the track and 
detecting the light passing through by a photo-electric 
cell. This was then converted into sound by suitable 
electronics. The film used was not like the photographic 
film used in the cinema which required chemical 
processing, but a reel of 7mm wide, 0.18mm thick 
celluloid base coated with a layer of gelatine on which 
was applied a very thin opaque layer of mercuric 
sulphide. A sapphire cutter with an obtuse tip moved 
vertically through the opaque layer into the gelatine, 
cutting a zig-zag track. A tube running from near the 
recording head was a vacuum device which continuously 
sucked away the ‘swarf’, the waste gelatine cut from the 
track which would otherwise have become entangled 
with the cutter. 
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On that memorable day when as an assistant I learned 
the know-how of this system, I found that a greater 
amount of preparation was required prior to recording 
than for disc or tape. Facing me in that cramped room 
was a unit containing two combined machines placed 
side by side to form a complete channel capable of 
unlimited continuous recording or reproduction.  Running 
at 32cm/sec about 15 minutes of music could be 
recorded on the first spool and then, with instant start up 
time, a switch easily changed over the incoming sound to 
the adjacent machine. Both machines were prepared in 
advance. The associated electronic apparatus was 
housed in a nearby bay.  
  

 
Phillips-Miller cutter and sound track. (BBC, courtesy of 

Roger Beckwith) 

 
First, the film from a new feed spool had to be threaded 
through a series of rollers guiding it under the recording 
head cutter and then past the photocell reproducing 
system to be attached to the empty take up spool.  A new 
sapphire cutter was installed and the motor was started. 
On a tap from a terminal, a 1000 cycle tone at the 
maximum 45db was recorded for examination. A small 
microscope enlarged the track and we looked for an 
unbroken trace with sharp edges and points. ‘Fuzziness’ 
meant a damaged or blunt cutter. ‘Footsteps’ in the track 
meant that the cutter had ‘bounced’ (that is dug too 
deeply or too lightly into the gelatin). This needed very 
fine adjustment to a micrometer screw on the head. This 
could take time and skill. Think of the pps and ffs with 
which it would have cope. 
 
The Phillips-Miller system had better sound quality than 
its rivals, responding up to 8Khz and with no surface 
noise.  It could easily be edited with scissors and plastic 
adhesive and change over from one machine to the other 
was a simple switch (whereas getting the motor of the 
Marconi-Stille up to full speed required the operation of a 
clutch and three gears for which a time allowance had to 
be made). As with tape, playback during recording 
allowed the quality of sound to be compared at any time. 
If the sound indicated that the sapphire had lost its sharp 
edge it could be replaced when the other machine was in 
action. There was, however, something of a crisis 
developing in the supply of usable sapphire cutters. The 
machines were from the Netherlands and so spare parts, 
including the cutters, were no longer obtainable. Two 
BBC research engineers, by now experts in ‘Make Do 

and Mend,‘ solved the problem by making enquiries 
among the many Dutch refugees in London and found 
two with experience in diamond cutting skills. These two 
were hastily set up in a spare room in Maida Vale and 
soon we had a source of BBC-produced sharp cutters!  
  
My next experience with film was with a recording of the 
‘Brains Trust‘, another very popular weekly evening 
broadcast in which a resident panel discussed topics 
suggested by the listeners. The resident panel consisted 
of Professor Julian Huxley, naturalist and a member of 
the famous Huxley dynasty, C E M Joad, Professor of 
Philosophy, Malcolm Sargent, music conductor, and 
Commander Archibald Campbell who had worldwide 
experience in  the Merchant and Royal Navy dating back 
to the days of sail. The excellent chairman, Donald 
McCulloch, kept the discussions always to the point. The 
BBC code prohibited discussion of topics such as religion 
and, thankfully, politics, and of course no advertising 
could be allowed, which was why the programme was 
recorded first on film so that it could be quickly edited 
should any of the panel unwittingly be indiscreet.  
 
Coming up to December we were occupied in preparing 
for the traditional Christmas ‘Round the World‘  broadcast 
which would end with a speech by King George. For this 
special day a group of Outside Broadcast engineers in 
saloon cars equipped with a small version of our disc 
recorder, toured the UK, recording Xmas messages from 
hospitals, ARP units, service canteens and the like which 
then came to us for editing. OBs in two white vans 
similarly equipped for disc recording, were operating in 
the Middle East, their recordings being flown to the UK 
from Cairo. 
 
At this point I want to pay tribute to the unsung heroes of 
our recording section.  From all the areas of action, as 
the War Reporters supplied the BBC with their ‘on the 
spot’ graphic accounts of the fighting, Edward Ward, 
Frank Gillard, Chester Wilmot, Richard Dimbleby, 
Wynford Vaughan Thomas and others became names on 
everybody’s lips. But did anyone know the names of the 
OB engineers who each shared all the hazards of the 
reporter whom they accompanied?  It was their job to 
pilot the mobile recording van, find sources of power, 
record the War Reports on the disc recorder and 
somehow find a means of getting the discs back to 
London. Gradually they obtained respect and valuable 
assistance from the Services Signals Corp, and even that 
of General Montgomery himself. They had a base in one 
of the rooms in our corridor so we often had a chat when, 
in their army uniforms, they flew back for fresh supplies. 
 
Arriving on shift at 4pm on December 6th, our SRE met 
us with “Ladies get everything on immediately - the Japs 
have bombed the US Navy” and that’s what we did. We 
were two oldie WOs and one just newly trained plus one 
RE. The next few hours were hectic.  I was managing 
tape on my own and, when possible, helping with disc.  
At 11 pm we had a surprise visit from the Boss, the 
Superintendent Engineer (Recording) who asked the 
SRE what staff he had. He replied, “These ladies are 
doing splendidly!”  The nightshift came on at midnight 
and we just went on working until the morning shift 
arrived. ‘Double shifts’ became common over the next 
few days and led to me getting a criminal record. One 



 7 

evening, returning to my abode at 5pm I collapsed into 
bed. I was awakened by the landlady who said there was 
a policeman at the door complaining about the blackout. 
Sure enough, my bedside lamp was on and the window 
blackout was not in place. Summoned to appear at the 
Magistrates Court, the woman magistrate asked me what 
excuse I had. “I was very tired”, I said. “Aren’t we all”, she 
said. “Guilty. Fined £5”.  The policeman who had given 
evidence that he had “seen a light coming from a 4th 
storey window which could be seen etc” showed me 
where to pay the £5 and my father sent me a postal order 
for £6! 
 
One night during a lull, the SRE told us to have a couple 
of hours rest on the First Aid room bunks as we had to be 
ready for Churchill addressing the US Congress at 4am. 
We fell asleep and were suddenly wakened by the SRE 
who had also dozed off. There were just ten minutes for 
preparation and we managed but it was a near thing!   
 
Somehow or other the Christmas Day programme got put 
together and went out as usual with King George’s 
speech at the end. The news received earlier that 
morning that Hong Kong had fallen to the Japs was 
deemed best postponed till the next day. 
 
At this time also, a producer called Mr. Plomley had the 
strange idea for a weekly series in which well-known 
people were isolated on a desert island with eight 
records of their own choosing. (As no mention was made 
of how they were to be played, we concluded that it 
would be a 1920s wind up gramophone and that, lacking 
a supply of steel needles, thorns could be used!)  The 
BBC record library of commercial records, the biggest in 
the UK, had been removed to a ‘safe’ place and during 
the pilot programmes the librarians sometimes had 
trouble locating the chosen selections. Also, while Junior 
Maintenance Engineers were accustomed to playing 
commercial records when needed, they were not pleased 
at having to find two minute excerpts and then cue them 
to play at the right moment in the interview.  A lot of 
yellow waxed crayon was used on grooves!  Pre-
recorded on film for editing, a trial broadcast produced 
very little reaction and, wrongly, we did not expect 
‘Desert Island Discs’ to be continued. 
 
The months that followed probably saw the blackest time 
of the whole war. The daily schedule, with its list of 
recordings to be done of ‘Dispatches’ from places in the 
Far East, acquired a succession of black cancellation 
lines. These made us unpleasantly aware of the speed of 
the Japanese advance, culminating in the fall of 
Singapore on 14 February 1942.   We recorded on the 
night before, the reporter saying “We can hear the guns 
across the causeway so this will be our last report”.  
Days later, HMS Prince of Wales, our newest and 
biggest battleship, was sunk off Singapore. An RE and I 
were in the canteen for a meal and sat down at a table 
where a Control Room WO was already sitting. Suddenly 
she said “My brother’s on that ship”. But she could not 
yet tell her parents! This was typical of the peculiar life 
we women were leading. We were having a ‘safe’ war 
enclosed in our windowless cellar. World changing 
events were taking place and, solely by voices heard 
through headphones and loud speakers, we were some 

of the first to hear the uncensored news; yet all we did 
was a repetitive job, and eat, and sleep.  
 
Through the spring of 1942 we recorded only reports of 
retreats, defeats and losses. Tobruk fell. Rommel was 
chasing the Eighth Army almost to Cairo. There was a 
stalemate outside the great Russian cities where two 
huge armies were killing each other in the snow. 
Submarine attacks with the loss of vital supplies and 
hundreds of sailors were at their peak and rations were 
reduced. Air raids on London were fewer but coastal 
towns like Hull and Plymouth were devastated. The BBC 
News was true but somewhat understated. ‘A Northeast 
town was attacked by enemy bombers and sustained 
some damage and loss of life’ was not quite the full story. 
News coming from our newest ally, the USA, indicated 
that it was in a state of shock as week by week its armies 
retreated from their Pacific bases. It would take a year 
before its great industrial power could be activated. 
 
Often, on our way back from the canteen, if we heard 
music coming from a studio we would creep in for a few 
minutes and listen.  On one particularly depressing day I 
crept into Studio 4 and found the resident quartet, the 
Griller, rehearsing the last movement of Beethoven Op. 
135.  Suddenly, the recollection of Beethoven’s ‘Muss es 
sein? Es muss sein! (Shall it be? It must be!)’ together 
with the poignant theme, hit me. A few tears made an 
appearance. This was embarrassing as, in our male- 
dominated establishment, any show of emotion produced 
exchanged glances and a muttered ‘Huh. Women!‘ 
 
One day in June, the morning shift said that the London 
Symphony Orchestra and not the BBC SO was in Studio 
1 and had been there all day. Henry Wood was 
conducting and the concert was to be broadcast on the 
Home Service in the evening with an audience present. 
Someone had just seen a trolley of posh looking 
sandwiches being wheeled into Studio1. Our SRE 
revealed all. It was to be the first performance outside the 
Soviet Union of a new symphony by Shostakovich, his 
No.7, an important event. At about 7pm the guests, 
including Mr. Ivan Maisky (the Soviet ambassador), Sir 
Stafford Cripps (former British ambassador to Russia), 
and important BBC executives arrived. We were all ready 
and waiting. The SRE himself would control the volume 
level and change-overs. The REs were on tape and film 
and we two WOs with the help of a JME were on disc. 
 
During the day, problems had emerged. The score, in the 
form of 900 microfilm discs, had been sent from Moscow 
to London in the Diplomatic Bag. One other score had 
been sent to the USA.  Henry Wood, not the most 
modest of men, had built himself a reputation for ‘first 
performances‘ of new works and was determined to be 
ahead of the USA, so an hour from 8pm to 9pm on the 
Home Service was quickly scheduled, and a second 
performance in the Royal Albert Hall was arranged for a 
Prom in a week’s time.  But, lasting 80 minutes, the work 
was too long for the one hour available and the 9pm Big 
Ben was sacrosanct. The work must be cut or it would be 
‘faded out’ before the end. At precisely 8pm we all went 
into action. We had an impossible task. Without a score, 
the SRE had to cope with sudden fffs and ppps. If, during 
allegro passages, no possible pause for a changeover 
was found, in all the systems, two machines were 
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activated together, recording the same passage for a few 
minutes in the hope that the problem could be solved on 
playback.  In that long, long first movement our discs 
piled up, taxing the skill of the JME who was labelling 
what he said had ‘all the same tune‘. As the clock 
approached 9pm the music came to an end and there 
was a general sigh of relief. 
 

 
Caricature of Sir Henry Wood (Wikicommons, unknown artist, 

from Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Science and Art, 
16 September 1922) 
 

We heard that in Studio 1, at the last bar, Henry Wood 
had said “We’ve done it” as the clock ticked a few 
seconds to 9pm.  He had not made any cuts - just left out 
a few repeats and speeded things up! This was not going 
to be a definitive performance. We had all been too busy 
to gain any idea of the work but this was remedied in the 
following week when bits of it were played back, over and 
over again. Henry Wood had found numerous faults in 
the score and these had to be corrected before the Prom. 
 
The reaction to the symphony from the Music 
Department was not very enthusiastic. They thought it 
rather bombastic and too long.  I did not hear the Prom 
but it seemed to pass without comment. The work may 

have been inspirational to the Russians but it did not 
seem to reflect ‘our war’. I do not remember it being 
played again at that time by any other orchestras, 
perhaps because of the large forces involved. When in 
the following years I mentioned the 7th symphony to 
other musical friends who knew and liked the 
Shostakovich 5th and 10th, I was met with blank looks. In 
fact the next time I heard it again was as one of a series 
performed by the Scottish National Orchestra and 
Neeme Järvi in 1988.  I believe it was played more often 
in the US and had acquired a lot of myths about it being 
‘smuggled out of besieged Leningrad’. 
 
That late summer of 1942 produced some very good 
weather though we still automatically glanced up 
anxiously at the evening sky, disliking a clear sky or a 
Bomber’s Moon.  We had grown to like lots of clouds and 
fog.  The News spoke of 200 RAF planes carrying out 
raids on the Ruhr and other German industrial areas 
which was cheering, except that the final coda that ‘three 
of our planes are reported missing’ meant the loss of 
another 24 aircrew. German raids on the UK were less 
frequent than they had been.  
 
We continued by day to send out ‘Music While You 
Work’, a non-stop half hour of popular music with a 
steady rhythm to which the thousands of men and 
women in workshops and factories could tap their feet 
and sing and relieve the monotony of their jobs. We sent 
out popular comedies like ITMA to all the usual 
destinations. The various war zones seemed to have 
reached a stalemate. The British army had been driven 
back to within 70 miles of Alexandria and morale was 
low.  
 
The BBC man in the North Africa was Godfrey Talbot 
who, with his engineer Skipper Arnell, was equipped with 
a 30 hundredweight khaki painted recording truck which 
they called Belinda in which they could live and record. 
Talbot had had a great deal of trouble with the censors in 
Cairo when he tried to send his reports.  Suddenly he 
had a new voice to record, the clipped speech of a newly 
appointed general who valued publicity. So, on 23 
October 1942, the British public heard the voice of 
Bernard Montgomery saying to his troops “The bad times 
are over. They are finished. We will destroy the Axis 
Forces. It can be done and it will be done”. A few days 
later we received the recording of the actual sound of the 
1,000 gun barrage, an attack of such ferocity that many 
of the discs Arnell tried to cut were spoiled because the 
cutter bounced and dug into the acetate.  For the first 
time, people at home could listen to the sounds of a huge 
battle as it progressed, and later came the day when we 
recorded the bells which Churchill suggested should be 
rung everywhere, to celebrate the victory at El Alamein.   
 
We began to collect and record material for the 1942 
Christmas Day programme with rather more hope than in 
1941. 
 
To be continued
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BBC SSO Recordings – New and Recent Releases 

 
Walton: Violin Concerto, Partita & Hindemith Variations 
 
‘Martyn Brabbins and the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra follow up their definitive account of the symphonies (on 
CDA67794) with another outstanding album of Walton. From the sunlit Mediterranean lyricism of the Violin Concerto 
to the rousing Spitfire Prelude and Fugue, this is the composer at the height of his power ’. (Hyperion) CDA67986 (81 
minutes) 
 

'Proceedings are launched in fine style with a supremely affectionate and agreeably lithe account of the immensely 
personable concerto that Walton conceived for the great Jascha Heifetz.  Anthony Marwood is a thrilling, virtuosic 
soloist in the ever-seductive concerto, and the orchestra matches his power'. (The Sunday Times) 
 
This was BBC Radio 3’s CD Review ‘Disc of the Week’ and earned 5 stars in the BBC Music Magazine following its 
release in July. 
 
Chisholm: Violin Concerto & Dance Suite 

‘A bracing excursion to the Indian subcontinent via the Scottish Highlands: the compelling force of Scottish Modernism 
that is Erik Chisholm makes a welcome reappearance on Hyperion. Matthew Trusler and Danny Driver are the 
committed soloists in the two large-scale concertante works’. (Hyperion)  CDA68208 (62 minutes) 
 
'Three cheers for this enterprising successor to Hyperion’s superb coupling devoted to the two piano concertos by the 
Scottish progressive Erik Chisholm (1904-65)’, the soloists are excellent and ‘Martyn Brabbins and a fired-up BBC 
Scottish SO give of their considerable best’ (Gramophone). Here’s a neglected voice in 20th-century British music—
and on the evidence of a growing library of Hyperion recordings, unfairly so' (The Strad).  Released in September. 

 

Orchestra News 
 
Greg Lawson’s last concert with the BBC SSO took 
place at the BBC Proms on 13 August 2017 and he left 
the Orchestra on 4 September. Greg was appointed 
Principal Second Violin from 31 March 2008 but has 
pursued various other projects simultaneously, including 
performing with his group Moishe’s Bagel 
http://moishesbagel.com/.  A notable achievement was 
unveiled at the opening concert of Celtic Connections in 
2015 when he conducted his own orchestration of 
Martyn Bennett's last album ‘Grit’, entitled ‘Nae 
Regrets’.   
 

 
Greg Lawson (John Wood) 

 
Greg was a frequent player at Club recitals. He was 
profiled in the Club’s Newsletter in Autumn 2011 
commenting: “I’ve always had a restless relationship 
with classical music. Not the music itself but rather the 
organisations that surround it. As a result, I’ve found 
myself leaving it quite often and pursuing other creative 

activities in the hope of finding some sort of utopian 

freedom”.  We wish him every success in that quest. 
 
 

 
Bernard Docherty (John Wood) 

 
We also say goodbye to Bernard Docherty who left the 
Orchestra on 7 September 2017.   
 
Bernie was originally a member of the ill-fated Scottish 
Radio Orchestra.  He started with the BBC SSO (First 
Violins) on 22 May 1983.  He then resigned to go to the 
Scottish Chamber Orchestra on 31 December 1988, 
returning to the BBC SSO as Associate Leader in 
September 1992.  His last concert in that post was at 
the St Magnus Festival in Orkney on 23 June 2010.  
After stepping down from Associate Leader he became 
a member of the Second Violins.  He has now taken up 
the post of Head of Strings at The High School of 
Glasgow and we wish him every success in his new 
position. 

http://moishesbagel.com/
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CLUB CONCERT REVIEWS: SEASON 2016-2017 concluded 
 

Alastair Savage (fiddle) 
Monday, 13 February 2017 
 
Appearing for the second month running at the Club, 
Alastair Savage, who was deputising at short notice for 
Yann Ghiro, who was unable to play, demonstrated yet 
again why he is such a welcome and highly esteemed 
contributor to our musical soirées. As far as the present 
writer is concerned, any opportunity to hear Alastair play 
is a bonus, but in the realm of Scottish fiddle music he 
plays and speaks with a modestly borne authority which 
few, if any, can match. The same qualities which make 
him such an outstanding quartet leader – his rock-solid 
musicianship, the accuracy of his intonation, the 
marvellously wide palette of colours which he coaxes 
from his instrument, his wonderful bowing arm and the 
sheer humanity of his playing – were all in evidence in 
the wide-ranging recital which he presented to an 
attentive and appreciative audience. 
 
The evening was entitled Alone with History, taking its 
title from one of Alastair’s most recent CDs.  There 
would be a particular focus on the Robert Burns and 
Niel Gow, the famous 18

th
 century Scottish fiddle player. 

Alastair himself introduced all the items.  The opening 
set was by way of a ‘name that tune’ quiz. Many of 
Burns’ best known songs were set to existing fiddle 
tunes, which in this case furnished the music for Leezie 
Lindsay, Ye Banks and Braes, Green Grow the Rashes 
Oh, My Love, she’s but a Lassie yet and Corn Rigs. As 
Alastair remarked later in the evening, Burns may or 
may not have been a musician himself, but he could 
certainly pick a good tune. The next set introduced 
music by Niel Gow and his son Nathaniel. The following 
item was Gow’s famous and very beautiful Lament for 
the Death of his Second Wife, which received a heartfelt 
performance. Alastair then went on to demonstrate that 
the Scottish fiddle tradition is very much a living entity by 
playing some of his own tunes from a collection entitled 
Scenes from Gow, namely From Ayrshire to Perthshire 
and Chasing the Lassies (which he assured us is a 
favourite Ayrshire pastime). The first half concluded with 
a group of tunes showing the influence of Burns on 
American figures, such as Abraham Lincoln and Bob 
Dylan – a very positive, cheerful influence, to judge by 
the lively, foot-tapping tunes –  and a couple of Irish 
melodies, A Moonlight Ramble and Fair-haired Mary, 
which had their own distinctive cadences. 
 
A strain of sadness runs through many of the slow airs 
which Alastair elected to play and at times it seemed to 
spill over into what were ostensibly jauntier tunes. This 
was noticeable in the set which began the second half of 
the evening, the music of which was drawn from the 
islands: St Kilda, Islay, Lewis and Harris, and Shetland, 
but the clouds lifted and the sun finally shone at the end 
of the group. They were followed by some tunes which 

Alastair wrote to celebrate his wedding on Islay last 
year: The Welcome Jig, The Boat to Jura (a stormy trip, 
to judge by the music), and Finlaggan’s Farewell, which 
elicited playing of great tonal beauty and refinement 
from the composer/performer. 
 

 
Alastair Savage (Jim McGrath) 

 
The final two sets saw a return to the music of the album 
Alone with History, firstly in a group of tunes by James 
Scott Skinner, the 19

th
/20

th
 century virtuoso fiddler who 

was also dancing master to Queen Victoria. They were: 
The Bonnie Lass o’ Bon Accord, an air with variations 
which included a minor key one, striking for its plangent 
tone; Cradle Song, a genuinely memorable tune which 
Dvorak would not have been ashamed to pen; The 
Glenlivet and Spey in Spate.  The contrast between the 
silky, muted tone of the Cradle Song and the start of 
The Glenlivet was striking, almost alarming.  Alastair 
ended the official programme with three more of his own 
tunes, dedicated to fiddle composers of the past: Hymn 
for the Masters, Alone with History and Your Light (ie 
Skinner’s) will Shine on.  As an encore he played a slow 
air of his own which he dedicated to Yann Ghiro and to 
the people of France. The Last Witness was written to 
commemorate the bombing atrocities in Paris of 
November 2015. 
 
It brought to a conclusion an enthralling evening in 
which Alastair displayed yet again his mastery of the 
Scottish fiddle repertoire, his erudition and his own on-
going contribution to ensuring that it continues to 
survive, not as a series of museum exhibits but as a 
vibrant, living tradition. His modesty of demeanour 
cannot disguise the fact that he is a fiddler/violinist of no 
mean stamp. We are all indebted to him for his 
continuing loyalty to the Club. 

Daniel Divers

Bon mots et bonnes notes (occasional musical space fillers) continued   
Poulenc wrote only one Violin Sonata (in 1943).  If the following is anything to go by, he disliked the form.  Writing to a 
friend, he had this to say: “The prima donna violin over an arpeggio piano accompaniment makes me want to vomit”.   
(Quoted in Gramophone, November 2016). 
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The Kentigern Quartet 
 
Barbara Downie (violin),  
Feargus Hetherington (violin),  
Nicola Boag (viola), Jessica Kerr (cello) 
Monday, 20 March 2017 
 

 
The Kentigern Quartet (Jim McGrath)  

 
All the music in this programme was written by young 
composers: Ravel, who was still in his late twenties; 
Mendelssohn, who was just embarking on his twenties 
and Britten, who was still at school when he wrote his 
Quartettino. All three composers were also either 
influenced by or paying tribute to their older 
contemporaries - Britten to Frank Bridge and Schönberg, 
Mendelssohn to Beethoven and Ravel to Debussy. 
Furthermore, all three quartets contained, to a greater or 
lesser extent, cyclical elements, in which music heard in 
the first movement re-appears, sometimes heavily 
disguised, in subsequent movements. All three 
composers have been, at various stages, subjected to 
adverse criticism by the musical establishment or by 
critics who claimed to detect shallowness or surface 
brilliance in their work.  All three have survived. 
 
The next thing to say is that The Kentigern Quartet, 
which has only been on the go for the last couple of 
years, is an ensemble very well worth hearing. In string 
quartets there is nowhere to hide, but there was no need 
for a hiding place. Inevitably the lion’s share of the work 
is shouldered by the leader, but all four proved their 
worth when the spotlight fell on them. The players 
produce a warmly integrated sound and already display 
an instinctive understanding of one another, which lends 
their performances an impressive degree of freedom and 
flexibility. 
 
This was noticeable right from the start of the Britten 
Quartettino with which they chose to open the 
programme. The opening “motto” theme, introduced by 
the viola, shortly gives way to a more energetic allegro, 
which is thematically linked to the viola solo. This is 
followed without a break by an intense slow movement 
and an energetic, but still often lyrical finale, which 
makes much use of pizzicato effects. None of it sounds 
typically English but at that stage of his career Britten 

had little sympathy for the music of most of his immediate 
predecessors in these islands. Nor does it sound like the 
work of one who had only a few months as a schoolboy 
ahead of him. The affectionate or modest diminutive of 
the work’s title cannot disguise the fact that it is a work of 
some substance, which may have been new to most of 
the audience, as it was to me, but was certainly well 
worth discovering. 
 
When Mendelssohn was about the same age as Britten 
was when he wrote the Quartettino, he already had the 
Octet in E flat, Op.20 under his belt. That piece must 
have a strong claim to be the most remarkable 
composition ever penned by a teenager, if not a 
schoolboy. (Did Mendelssohn ever attend school?  To be 
his teacher would have been a daunting task!) His 
Quartet No.1 in E flat (actually the second he composed) 
is the work of a man who had just emerged from his 
teenage years. It was written during the visit to Britain 
which also inspired the Hebrides Overture and the 
Scottish Symphony. If the quartet’s slow opening bars 
owe an obvious debt to Beethoven, by the time we reach 
the allegro we are clearly in Mendelssohn territory. The 
first theme has something so assured and right about it, 
the second allows for delightful interplay between the 
four instruments – there was playing of great poise and 
sensitivity here – and the movement ends, as it had 
begun, quietly. In fact, all four movements of this quartet 
end quietly, which is most unusual in a classical period 
quartet.  
 

 
Barbara Downie (Norman McGadie) 

 
The outer sections of the second movement intermezzo 
move along on tiptoe, while the central section transports 
the listener into the magical world of A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream. A short, but delightful Song without 
Words gives way in turn to an energetic finale in which, 
nonetheless, Mendelssohn’s characteristic songfulness is 
constantly in evidence. At the end we are returned to the 
first subject of the first movement, which brings the 
quartet full circle to a serene conclusion. At least one 
member of the audience was hearing this piece for the 
first time. If there were others in the same position, The 
Kentigern Quartet did them a real service by introducing 
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them to this heart-warming and immediately accessible 
music. 
 
Both Britten and Mendelssohn wrote fairly extensively for 
string quartet, in the case of Britten quite a lot of it 
youthful compositions before his officially numbered 
three quartets. Maurice Ravel wrote only one, the 
Quartet in F, but what a one! Its indebtedness to 
Debussy (who also wrote just one quartet) can be seen 
in a number of ways, most notably in its employment of a 
motto theme which appears in all four movements and in 
the brilliant use of pizzicato in the outer sections of the 
second movement. It is Ravel’s voice, however, which 
permeates the piece, right from the conversationally 
understated opening, whose music steals in upon the ear 
as if it had already been going on unheard for some time. 
Throughout the quartet Ravel produces marvels of 

scoring for the four instruments: the second subject of 
the first movement being played in octaves by first violin 
and viola, the exhilarating pizzicati on open strings of the 
second movement, the muted strings of the third 
movement in which an atmospheric pre-amble leads to a 
glorious melody on the viola, which is in turn answered 
by echoes of the quartet’s opening. These two ideas are 
moulded into what sounds like a love song of enormous 
sensitivity. The music has a nocturnal feel, its smooth 
surface occasionally ruffled by ghostly shiverings. The 
unison attack of the finale is a rude interruption of its 
magical atmosphere. Some of Ravel’s contemporaries 
thought the finale too short, but Ravel, encouraged by 
Debussy, stuck to his guns. It brought the quartet and the 
evening to a bravura conclusion. 

Daniel Divers

 
Andrew Berridge and Friends 
 

Andrew Berridge (viola) Lise Aferiat and 
Liza Johnson (violins) Laura Margaret 
Smith, (mezzo-soprano) Lliam Paterson 
(piano) Sarah Oliver (cello) 
 

 
Lise Aferiat and Andrew Berridge (Jim McGrath) 

 
We were treated to a superbly planned and executed 
concert by Andrew Berridge and friends.  Andrew began 
with a charming two-minute bonne-bouche played by 
himself on viola with Lise Aferiat on violin, the Idyll by the 
little-known French composer Charles Koechlin (1867- 
1950). 
 
These two instrumentalists were then joined by Lisa 
Johnson (violin) and Sarah Oliver (cello) for 
Shostakovich’s String Quartet No. 1 in C major of 1938.  
This lively 15-minute work has been seen as displaying 
‘distinctly Russian neoclassicism’. The composer said of 
it “I visualised childhood scenes, somewhat naïve and 
bright moods associated with spring”. 
 
For the third item Andrew introduced two friends from 
Scottish Opera’s ‘Emerging Artists’ programme, the 
composer-in-residence Lliam Paterson as pianist and the 
mezzo-soprano Laura Margaret Smith.  They joined him 
in a performance of the two songs comprising Brahms’ 

Opus 91.  This work has an intriguingly melancholy 
background. 
 

 
Andrew Berridge, Lliam Paterson and Laura Margaret 
Smith (Jim McGrath) 

 
The violinist/violist Joseph Joachim and his wife, the 
mezzo-soprano Amalie Schneeweiss, were close friends 
and musical partners of Brahms.  Their son was named 
Johannes in honour of Brahms, who then composed the 
cradle song “Geistliches Wiegenlied” for Amalie to sing to 
the child with Joseph accompanying on viola (Brahms’ 
favourite instrument). Unfortunately, the marriage broke 
up, whereupon Brahms wrote a second song “Gestillte 
Sehnsucht”, intended to help repair the schism. His effort 
failed. 
 
Images of the wind in trees, calming in the first, alarming 
in the second, unite the two songs, which were published 
in 1884 as Opus 91.  Brahms’ Opus 91 has long been a 
favourite showpiece for mezzo-sopranos. Here Laura 
Margaret Smith had no need to fear comparison with 
forerunners, however distinguished. Her rich voice, clear 
articulation, and sure pacing were impeccable. 
 
The evening concluded with Mendelssohn’s String 
Quartet No. 3, Opus 44 No.1 of 1838, a much longer and 
weightier composition than that of Shostakovich which 
here preceded it. This quartet makes especial demands 
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on the first violinist, demands readily met by Lise Aferiat. 
Notable are prominent themes and quotations from other 
works by Mendelssohn, most obviously the opening of  

the Italian Symphony of 1833 and his youthful Octet of 
1825.  This brought to a close an outstandingly enjoyable 
evening. 

J. Ian S. Robertson
 

 
Lise Aferiat, Liza Johnson, Andrew Berridge and Sarah Oliver (Norman McGadie) 

 
 
Wagner and the medicinal properties of water - by Ian Robertson 
 
Although numerous characters in Wagner’s operas are in apparent need of medical attention, he provides no doctors 
for that purpose.  Even so, Wagner himself often evinced firm therapeutic opinions, seemingly derived intuitively rather 
than from scientific study.  For a time he possessed homiletic faith in the healing powers of water.  In 1851 his brother-
in-law Friedrich Brockhaus suffered an accident, losing the sight of one eye.  Wagner advised Brockhaus’s daughter 
that the patient should “undertake a strict water cure, under intelligent guidance.  Above all, let him spare no expense 
of time or patience [NB Wagner does not mention money] and I prophesy he will gradually recover completely.  What 
is more, he will very probably regain his lost eye”.  Sadly, there is no subsequent evidence of this therapeutic miracle 
having been achieved.   
(With thanks to The Wagner Society of Scotland, in whose Newsletter this piece first appeared). 

 
 

The Writing’s on the Wall Pavement 
Poetry and Rhymes at St Andrew’s in 
the Square 
 
By Martin Armstrong 
 
The exquisite St Andrew’s in the Square just off 
Saltmarket and London Road was previously known as 
St Andrew’s Parish Church and is reputed to be the 
second oldest church still extant in Glasgow.  These 
days it is no longer in use as a church but is frequently 
used for weddings and for various performance events 
including dances, concerts and recitals. 

 
Construction, under the supervision of master mason 
Mungo Naismith, began in 1739 and the church was 
completed in 1756.  St Andrew’s is one of the most 
beautiful British classical churches still in existence.  
The design by Allan Dreghorn is closely based on that of 
James Gibbs for St Martin-in-the-Fields Church, 
Trafalgar Square, London. However, there are a number 
of features which give this church a distinctive Scottish 

flavour, including its slim steeple.  It has been described 
as being “the only building in Glasgow intact enough to 
display the taste and affluence of her ‘Tobacco Lords”.

1
  

 
In the early 1990s St Andrew’s fell into disuse, due to a 
declining congregation, but this splendid Grade A listed 
edifice was restored and converted to its present use as 
a space for the performing arts by the Glasgow Building 
Preservation Trust.  It is normally open to visitors on 
Tuesdays from 11 am to 1.30 pm, so if you are near 
Glasgow Cross do make the effort to go along and view 
the splendid interior with its rococo plasterwork by 
Thomas Clayton.  There is a café in the basement open 
daily to provide sustenance. 
 
The portico at the front of the church, supported by six 
large stone columns, has large stone flagstones 
underneath, ten of which have been engraved with short 
rhymes or pieces of poetry.  I believe these inscriptions 
are a fairly recent addition, which appeared sometime 
after the Trust became involved in the restoration of this 
magnificent structure.  These lines are, I think, worthy of 
a larger audience, hence the title above and the reason 
for this article.  They are reproduced here verbatim. 
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My minstrels all, be well on call, 
And set your harps a tunin’; 
Wi the finest springs, spare not the strings, 
Sin the Lord of Aboyne is comin’. 
 (The Earl of Aboyne) 
 
Ah’m Tam Toady-man, 
Ah’m the wee melodie man. 
And we’ll do the best we can 
To follow the wee melodie-man. 
 (Children’s game) 
 
AND WHEN THEY’RE A’ COME IN ABOOT, 
IT’S THEN I’LL START TO SING, 
AND DAE MY BEST TO GAR THEM LAUCH 
A’ ROON ABOOT THE RING. 
 (To the begging I will go) 
 
 

 
 
I am a fiddler to my trade 
And all the tunes that e’er I played, 
The sweetest still to man or maid 
Was “Whistle o’er the lave o’t” 
 (Whistle o’er the lave O’t) 
 

 
 
I’ve been East and I’ve been west, 
And I’ve been to St. Johnstone; 
But the bonniest laddie I e’er saw 
Was the collier laddie dancin’. 
 (The Collier Laddie) 
 
 
COME GIE’S A SANG, MONTGOMERY CRIED, 
AND LAY YOUR DISPUTES A’ ASIDE 
 (Tullochgorum) 
 
 

 
 

 
We are all weary travellers 

Along life’s dusty way; 
If any man can play the flute, 

In God’s name let him play. 
 (GUM) 
 
 
Mo cheist maraiche nan tonn, 
Chuireadh air an fhidhill fonn, 
Air an fhidhill, air an truimb, 
‘S air pioh mhόr nam feadan toll. 
 (Cha dirich mi an t-uchd le fonn) 
 
 
My love’s a sailor on the wave, 
Coaxing a tune from the fiddle, 
From the fiddle, from the jew’s harp, 
From the great pipes with the holed chanter, 
 (I won’t be climbing the hill with a song) 
 
 
We came na here for world’s gear, 
Nae worldly motive did us draw; 
But we came here to foot the fleer, 
And dance till we be like to fa’. 
 (The Harvest Home) 
 
 
For more information on St Andrew’s in the Square go to: 
www.standrewsinthesquare.com 
 
All photos by Jim McGrath. 
 
1. From ‘The Buildings of Scotland: Glasgow’ by Elizabeth 
Williamson, Anne Riches and Malcolm Higgs (1990), p452)

http://www.standrewsinthesquare.com/
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BBC SSO Player Profile 
 
Alberto Menéndez Escribano 
Section Principal Horn 
 
Alberto Menéndez Escribano was born in Avilés (Spain). 
After finishing his studies at the Burgos Conservatory, he  
 

 
Alberto Menéndez Escribano (David Palacin) 

moved to Madrid in 2008 to study with Radovan Vlatkovic 
and Rodolfo Epelde at the “Reina Sofía” School of Music, 
continuing his musical formation with Stefan Dohr, Dale 
Clevenger, Radek Baborak, Hermann Baumann and 
Richard Watkins.  He began his current post as Section 
Principal Horn with the BBC SSO shortly after the start of 
the 2016-17 season. 
 
By the time this Newsletter appears, many members of 
the Club will have enjoyed his playing at the Club’s 
opening concert of the current season (October 9

th
) when 

he and some of his friends produced a very fine recital of 
horn music by Schumann, Mozart and others (a review 
will appear in the next Newsletter). 
 
Alberto already has a most impressive CV.  He was 
Principal Horn of the BBC Philharmonic and the 
Orchestra de la Comunidad de Madrid, being appointed 
to the latter when he was only 18 years old!  From 2010 
to 2014 he was first horn of the Gustav Mahler 
Jugendorchester playing under Sir Colin Davis, Daniele 
Gatti, Antonio Pappano and Herbert Blomstedt. 
 
Alberto has played as guest principal horn with the Royal 
Concertgebouw Orchestra, Cleveland Orchestra, LSO, 
Philharmonia, Frankfurt Radio Orchestra, Filarmonica 
della Scala Milan, Mahler Chamber Orchestra, and the 
CBSO, and has worked with many leading conductors 
including Claudio Abbado, Sir Simon Rattle, Daniel 
Barenboim, Bernard Haitink, Franz Welser-Möst, 
Gustavo Dudamel, Andris Nelsons, Michael Tilson 
Thomas and John Eliot Gardiner.  He was personally 
invited by maestro Claudio Abbado to join the Orchestra 
Mozart Bologna and Lucerne Festival Orchestra. As a 
soloist he won two first prizes in competitions in 2004 
and 2006.  Alberto has performed with the Spanish Radio 
Television Orchestra RTVE, the München 
Kammerorchester, the National Youth Orchestra of Spain 
and the BBC Philharmonic, including performances of 
concertos by Mozart and Richard Strauss and 
Schumann’s Konzertstück.  Alberto is also an 
International teacher at the Royal Northern College of 
Music in Manchester. 

 

 
 

 
The Club’s Annual Reception, 30 
March 2017 
 
Following the BBC SSO’s concert on the afternoon of 
Thursday 30 March, the Club’s popular Annual Reception 
for the Orchestra was again held in Bar Metropolitan, 
close to City Halls. That afternoon, the BBC SSO had 
included in its programme ‘Voyager’, a BBC commission 
composed by John Maxwell Geddes and first performed 
by the BBC SSO in 1985.  The composer attended the 
Reception and is pictured here centre, flanked by his wife 
Lily Geddes and Tom Rodger.  Sadly, John died in 
September.  He will be very much missed. 
 
Many thanks to John Wood for this picture and for all the 
photos from the Reception that appear overleaf.
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