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This is a transcript of Bob Simans’ authoritative article from the Autumn 2010 Club 
Newsletter, about the Musicians Union strike of 1980, the formation of the Club and 
the early years of the Club. (Photo courtesy of Kevin and Joan Dillon of the Academy 
of Sacred Music) 
 
 
 
The birth pangs of the SSO Club began way back in the 70s when some of us thought that a “Friends 
of the SSO” would be an excellent way of securing audience commitment and loyalty. After all, the 
BBC Symphony Orchestra had one, so why shouldn’t we? But the idea was left in limbo. 
 
A far-reaching document, ‘Broadcasting in the Seventies’, was published in 1969 and had been hailed 
as a blueprint for change throughout the BBC. It stirred up great debate. In its wake came the creation 
of four of the radio stations we now have, including a Radio 3 which was to be devoted entirely to 
music and the arts. But it also recommended cost-cutting measures involving its house orchestras, 
yet at the same time an expansion of its local radio stations. This caused outcries from the Campaign 
fir Better Broadcasting’s luminaries, Sir Adrian Boult, Henry Moore and Jonathan Miller and from the 
pre-Murdoch Sun which proclaimed “The BBC needs money, not an axe...it deserves a roll of drums 
from every BBC orchestra while there is still time” – prophetic words indeed. 
 
Policy documents continued to proliferate. By 1978 a fully-fledged Radio Scotland had come into 
being, freed from its Radio 4 opt-out shackles. It had a wide cultural mix but, extraordinarily, it gave 
listeners only the rarest of opportunities to hear its own orchestra. Many of us recalled the days in the 
1960s when the Scottish Home Service, then an opt-out from the national network, utilised its local 
orchestra for concerts featuring Scottish Composers and Scottish artists as part of its normal remit. In 
addition to this, “The Musician in Scotland” provided the opportunity for regular solo recitals of a very 
high standard for local artists. 
 
Then came that day in February 1980, when the news was announced to the SSO that the BBC 
believed its music provision could be satisfied without five of its house orchestras, and that one of 
those to be axed was the SSO. The conductor that morning was George Hurst, the soloist Ernst 
Kovacic, and we were to rehearse Dvorak’s Violin Concerto. Believe me, never has the exquisite slow 
movement of that work sounded so intensely eloquent. If ever a violin could speak… 



 
There followed a most wide-ranging and sustained press campaign, and later a nationwide strike of all 
BBC musicians. Spearheaded up here by Alistair Beattie at the orchestra end and by Jack Jenkins for 
the Musicians’ Union, the strike was notable for its solidity, good humour and dignified nature. Trevor 
Green, Orchestra Manager, kept the pickets well-supplied with coffee. Mysie Pelly (now Mysie 
Ferguson) and Gill Reid (now Gill Maclean), stalwart violinists, with great humour, turned back a 
container lorry. Conductors Chris Seaman and Alexander Gibson joined the picket lines, the latter 
with a generous cheque from the Scottish National Orchestra. The SNO went further, refusing to allow 
the BBC to record one of its concerts. A cheque too, from Scottish Opera, hard on the heels of its 
recent production of “Fiddler on the Roof” via Bill McCue dressed as Topol. 
 
I recall many fund raising concerts from those days. On the 1

st
 of May, Perth hosted a concert 

conducted by Norman Del mar, with Maurice Borgue as oboe soloist, the fee being donated to the 
fighting fund. Glyn Bragg, our Senior Music Producer, conducted open-air concerts in the bandstand 
of Glasgow’s Queen’s Park. Nigel Kennedy played Elgar’s Violin Concerto in Aberdeen and Dundee, 
refusing both fees and expenses. And in the generous space of the Theatre Royal, Glasgow, many of 
us – it seemed like thousands – took part in a Gala, compered by bass-baritone Ian Wallace of 
“Hippopotamus” fame, opera singer and star of Radio 4’s ‘My Music’, who had already spoken out 
against the cuts (and who sadly died last year). The concert boasted no fewer than four conductors: 
two past Principal Conductors (James Loughran and Chris Seaman), one who had been Assistant 
Conductor (Alexander Gibson) and one who presently occupied that position (Simon Rattle).Kyung-
Wha Chung played Mendelssohn’s Violin Concerto so emotionally that we were all bowled over. She 
was self-critical afterwards; “I was too excited to play well”, she said. We did not think so. 
 
As spring turned to summer, there was serious concern not merely that many Proms had been lost, 
but that the world-famous “Last Night” might be in jeopardy. A very positive note was struck by the 
BBC itself. In June a Trust had been set up to explore ways of preserving the Orchestra. The BBC 
Chairman, Sir Michael Swann, wrote to Trevor Green saying that the Governors were considering 
ways of helping the trustees “over and above our initial promise of £100,000 a year”. 
 
In July, the Select Committee on Education, Science and the Arts summoned the two sides to 
Westminster. An agreement was drawn up, led by Lord Goodman (the eminent lawyer and confidant 
of Harold Wilson),which led to a partial settlement but which tragically sacrificed the Scottish Radio 
Orchestra  whose members had steadfastly stood  by us throughout the dispute, instead of the SSO. 
 
Getting the Orchestra back on its feet was helped enormously by the support given by Carl Davis, 
who came to conduct his music for a Christmas TV showing of “The Mystery of the Disappearing 
Schoolgirls”, and by Iona Brown who played a moving and morale-boosting performance of the 
Sibelius Violin Concerto. 
 

***** 
During the strike, the idea of a “Supporters’ Club” had resurfaced, developing this time into a more 
assertive concept that a fighting force be established to act as a kind of rapid-rebuttal unit should 
these problems arise again. Many people joined its ranks in the wake of the strike. The inspired 
choice of Matthew Caminer as first Club Chairman was Anthony Sayer’s. Matthew had dynamism, 
drive and a thoroughly professional attitude to getting the Club on its feet. Mysie and Gill were co-
opted on to the committee. Their talent for hard work knew no bounds, and Mysie remembers stuffing 
forms into envelopes far into the night at the speed of light. Staunch help was provided by many, 
notably Eileen Robertson who ran the stall for many years and has now risen to the dizzy heights of 
Club Chairman! The first Club Newsletter was produced in the winter of 1980. Alistair Beattie 
contributed a far-sighted letter in which he resisted the negotiated plans to reduce the Orchestra’s 
size which would result in the departure of four of the most respected senior musicians. Gill 
contributed a cleverly worded skit on “The Jolly Beggars”: What of future? What of Treasure/Stability 
must be our care; /But if we aim to give great pleasure/Does it matter when or where? And Pat Field 
(another violinist!) provided an excellent crossword. 
 
The inaugural reception took place at the College Club of the University of Glasgow on the 18

th
 of 

December 1980. I seem to recall that Norman Del Mar agreed to be the first Honorary President but 
that Simon Rattle followed close upon his heels. At any rate, Simon agreed to compere one of our 



early Club concerts, after which he confessed to being so nervous that he’d prefer to have been 
conducting! 
 
Clarinettist Geoffrey Haydock organised one of the early Club events. The Scottish Wind Ensemble, 
composed entirely of SSO players, gave a magnificent serenade concert, featuring the rarely heard 
Octet-Partita, one of the sunniest works of Johann Nepomuk Hummel (an Austrian contemporary of 
Beethoven). 
 
Georgina Mason, a member of the second violins, had a real talent for song-and-dance in 1920s 
style. With a bit of persuasion, she agreed to perform at a Club social evening. Her rendering of 
scenes from Sandy Wilson’s “The Boy Friend” could not have been bettered on the London stage. 
Entertaining in an altogether different way was Andrew Gordon (bassoon), who performed music by 
the Russian Alexander Tcherepnin, as well as dozens of variation on “Lucy Long”. 
 
Heather Corbett was at her brilliant best on the cimbalom – a role she has replayed many times since, 
most recently with Gypsy violinist Marianne Olyver in the Recital Room at the City Halls. The brass 
took over Hyndland Parish Church to give us a varied evening of music. When Christmas came, 
principal trumpet Nigel Boddice was a most natural and avuncular Santa Claus, dishing out merriment 
and music in equal measure.  
 
Gathering a ready-to-act army seemed in those days a good way to support the Orchestra. If the Club 
has shown more fun than fight since then it sis because it hasn’t needed to bear its teeth, and we 
must all be profoundly thankful for the harmonious relations which I understand presently exist 
between the BBC and Orchestra – in no small measure due to the exceptional quality of its 
performances, living proof to the Corporation that the Orchestra is indeed “the jewel on the BC’s 
Scottish cultural crown”. At its 40

th
 birthday in 1975 the Orchestra received a message from the 

Director General which said: “This anniversary must come with a feeling of self-congratulation on 
survival through many difficult times”. At the 30

th
 birthday of the Club, perhaps we may echo these 

sentiments with faith in our hearts and wide-open eyes. 
 
It’s inevitable that in attempting to deal in brief with a big subject with huge ramifications, I have left 
some yawning gaps. I am also very aware (either through lapse of memory or shortage of space) 
many deserving names due for mention have simply been left out. I can only apologise. 
 
 
Bob Simans 


