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The finals of the National Brass Band
Championships of 2009 found bands
in all five sections grappling with some
pretty tough challenges, so all the
winners can congratulate themselves on
their achievements.
The Championship Section was contested at
the Royal Albert Hall on a brand new work
by Peter Graham, The Torchbearer, a tribute
to the music of Eric Ball. The work is a set of
variations on fragments of the trio section
tune in Eric Ball’s march, Torchbearers with
references to certain other works of his. In
an introductory note to the published score,
Professor Graham states, ‘Eric Ball will be
remembered as a composer whose classic
works for brass band shine through with
integrity and sincerity. I have been no less
sincere in my efforts to pay musical tribute
to the 20th century’s most influential
composer of brass band music.’ The work is
dedicated ‘To the memory of Eric Ball who
knew how to write tunes and to Geoffrey
Whitham who knew how to play them.’
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After a slow introduction, in which Eric
Ball’s melody (shorn of its final two bars)
is stated by the principal cornet, the band
hurls itself into the first variation, an Allegro
brillante, inspired by a theme from Eric Ball’s
Sinfonietta - The Wayfarer. Brief cadenzas for
solo tuba and euphonium follow, and lead
to the second variation, a slow episode
involving a harmonic background which Eric
Ball used in A Kensington Concerto and his
Salvationist tone poem, The Eternal Presence.
After a warm climax we arrive at the third
variation, an animated, scherzo-like episode
which   is brought to a sudden cessation
as we enter the fourth variation, Andante
e sciolto molto (fairly slowly with much
freedom) which involves a romantic melody
for a solo cornet developed by the full band
at pianissimo level. In the final variation,
Peter Graham makes passing references to
Eric Ball’s High Peak, Song of Courage and
Resurgam, the earlier melodic material now
transformed into a completely new melody
which soars over the band and leads to a
resplendent conclusion.

Many people will be under the impression
that Highland Cathedral, included in Cory’s
short concert, is based on a traditional
melody. In fact, it was composed by two
Germans,  Michael Korb and Ulrich Roever,
for the 1982 Highland Games. Since then
it has appeared in many incarnations, this
one for brass band being the work of David
Childs.
The 4th Section test-piece, Bruce Fraser’s
Alta Vista, is a very recent work. Its title may
be translated as ‘view from above’ and it was

inspired by a visit to Canada and the USA.
The first movement, CN Tower,   represents
the enormous building in Toronto, once
the tallest in the world, and features ‘big
city’ music. The second movement, Empire
State Building, New York, is of a somewhat
meditative nature and includes a few
moments which sound a little uneasy (the
composer suffers from vertigo), while the
final movement, Sears Tower, Chicago, returns
to the music of a busy city.            
Rodney Newton   

CYAN

MAGENTA

2nd Section bands grappled with Alan
Fernie’s entertaining work, A
Scot’s
Miscellany. Written in the summer of 2007,
this three-movement suite begins with the
intriguingly-titled Smiling School for Calvinists,
based on a darkly humourous collection of
stories by the Fife-born author, Bill Duncan.
The second movement, Regards to G. Robert
Henderson Esq. of Caithness, is the composer’s
tribute to a friend who is a member of
MacTaggart Scott Loanhead Band. This
lyrical movement makes use of the hymn
tune, St. Anne, Mr. Henderson’s favourite
and a reference to his wife, a long-suffering
‘band widow’. The final movement, John
Whyte’s Reel, is another tribute, this time
to a friend who manages to pack enough
interests and activities for three lifetimes
into his busy existence.
Peter Graham’s Brillante   was originally
written in 1986 for the the Childs Brothers
euphonium duo, but has become popular
as a  showpiece among solo virtuosi of the
instrument. It is cast in the time-honoured
form of an air varie, based on Thomas
Arne’s tune, Rule Britannia, and the Welsh
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nationality of the original dedicatees is also
included with a reference to the traditional
melody, Men of Harlech. It is here given
an effortless rendition by David Childs,
principal euphonium of Cory Band and one
of the most outstanding exponents of the
instrument in the world today.
The 3rd Section test-piece was the tonepoem, Oceans, by the ever-popular composer,
Goff Richards. On the manuscript score of
the work, a note by the composer reads,
‘The Atlantic, Pacific, Indian and Arctic
oceans are so vast and complex in nature
that it would be impossible to capture more
than a small part of their widely differing
moods. Following an introduction, the
Atlantic Ocean is depicted in dark and
menacing mood, the Pacific Ocean in idyllic
grandeur and the Indian Ocean in rhythmic
captivation. The chilling interjections
that appear throughout the work serve to
remind listeners of the lurking presence of
the inhospitable Arctic Ocean. Oceans is
concluded following a restatement of the
opening material.’   

During the interval between the end of
the Championship Section contest and the
announcement of the results, the audience
at the Royal Albert Hall on 17 October
2009 was entertained by a short concert by
Cory Band, conducted by Dr Robert Childs,
on excellent form as can be heard in these
recorded extracts. Christopher Thomas
was the eloquent trombone soloist in Peter
Graham’s arrangement of the traditional
Welsh melody, Suo Gan, a gentle lullaby for
the infant Jesus.
The 1st Section test-piece paid tribute
to another great figure of the brass band
movement, the innovative Gilbert Vinter, in
the shape of his Triumphant Rhapsody. As
with Peter Graham’s work, this piece uses a
small germ cell of an idea and does a great
deal with it. The main idea is drawn from the
same sequence of four notes and the work is
a set of variations on this tiny motif, the first
being an allegro featuring a repeated figure in
the solo cornets. A solo cornet introduces
a variation involving new material which
leads to a passionate climax. After a reprise
of earlier material in variant form, a new

variation appears in the shape of a jaunty
march. A rather meditative section follows
which, in turn, leads to a lyrical variation,
then another featuring suspensions.
Eventually, a series of melismatic solos is
followed by yet another variation in which
a song-like melody in the cornets and
euphoniums leads to a strong statement by
the full band. The music subsides and a few
more solos lead to the final section, which
features a playful theme in 12/8 time. This
develops into a lively party for the band,
until a repeat of material from the first
variation ushers in a truly triumphant close.   
Having heard Peter Graham’s The
Torchbearer, we now have an opportunity
to hear the work from which the material
for that work was taken, the march,
Torchbearers. Written in 1932 for the
Torchbearers Session Band, the piece draws
on material from a song that Eric Ball wrote
earlier for newly-commissioned Salvation
Army officers. It is one of the classic marches
of The Salvation Army and here receives a
stirring performance from Dr Robert Childs
and Cory Band.
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