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In 2013 two bands from Wales, Cory and Tredegar, sat well ahead of the field in the two 
major British brass band contests of the year. A year on there were also two outstanding 
bands, with a classy Black Dyke Band pipping Cory to the post at the Open in Birmingham 
in September, and winning the National title in imperious fashion, also ahead of Cory, to 
make it a coveted ‘double’ for the Queensbury band. It was also the first time since 1955 
that a band drawn to play last has emerged victorious. 

Black Dyke’s performance of Peter Meechan’s The Legend of King Arthur drew a prolonged 
standing ovation from the large and enthusiastic Royal Albert Hall audience. After playing 
last, Black Dyke Band was back on stage within a few minutes to delight us with a 
pre-results concert that felt like an unofficial lap of honour, especially in the opening 
number, Paul Lovatt-Cooper’s exciting Enter the Galaxies.

In Cheltenham over the weekend of 23-24 September, the audience might have been 
far smaller, but the contesting was no less intriguing. This was the fourth time that the 
finals for sections one to four have taken place in The Centaur, part of  the Cheltenham 
Racecourse complex and it’s fair to say that the event feels very much at home there. 

Kapitol Promotions’ Music Panel selected a quintet of deceptively tricky pieces this year. 
Three of them were very descriptive pieces with European connections. Peter Meechan’s 
The Legend of King Arthur was first commissioned by the 2014 European Champions, 
Brass Band Bürgermusik Luzern and conductor Michael Bach, for the 2010 Swiss 
Nationals. Finalists in the first section worked on a new piece, A King’s Lie, by a dynamic 
young composer from Belgium, Stan Nieuwenhuis, who plays solo cornet in Brass Band 
Buizingen and is also a member of the brass quartet Exit Brass. The Swiss connection 
continued in the second section with a much admired work by Swiss composer Oliver 
Waespi based on a little known Romanch folk song entitled Traversada. 

In the third and four sections there was more familiar fair on offer. Michael Hopkinson’s 
expansion of the first of Victor Ewald’s four brass quintets into Symphony for Brass was first 
used as a test-piece in the second section (2002, Regional Championships), while Geoffrey 
Burgon’s charming Narnia Suite was first used as a third section test (2000, Regionals).

After that, in the hall, we all held our breath. The tension and atmosphere during Arthur’s 
death scene, with Gary Curtin in peerless form once again, was palpable. Adjudicator 
Michael Bach, making his judging debut at this event, commented: “Black Dyke was the 
best band performance of the day, well balanced and musical, and the soloists played very 
well – a major contribution”.

Michael commissioned The Legend of King Arthur as a bespoke creation to highlight the 
best aspects of his band and to engage and excite the listeners. The battle scenes wouldn’t 
sound out of place in a modern action movie, while the evocative, celtic-inspired music for 
the scenes involving Merlin, Excalibur and Guinevere’s deception (complete with vocals, 
which were by and large well done by all bands by the way) could underscore a fantasy 
‘Lord of the Rings’ style epic. Peter Meechan also gave conductors and players a fair 
amount of freedom over choices of tempo and some of the major percussion elements. This 
certainly added much interest for the listeners including the composer: “There were some 
fantastic performances” Peter Meechan said, “and some fine solo playing throughout the 
day and not always from the fancied bands. Black Dyke was fantastic, playing it from start 
to finish with pizzaz and a great sound”. 
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Northop Brass brings a mature sound to Narnia Suite
The band arrangement of Narnia Suite dates from 1998 and was prepared by Bram 
Gay from the orchestral suite which the composer assembled from his 1988-9 music 
for the BBC television series based on C. S. Lewis’s novels The Chronicles of Narnia. 
There are five brief movements, which are based on the simple, but noble tune for 
the lion Aslan heard right at the outset. Then follows a depiction of Storm at Sea, a 
lament for The Death of Aslan, The Journey to Harfang, and finally The Great Battle. 
Many of the finalists found the piece tough going and not because it was too hard to 
get round the notes; quite the reverse in fact. It isn’t a particularly technical piece but 
it is an exposing one which, as adjudicator Tom Davoren told the audience, “needs the 
foundations of ensemble, balance, intonation and pulse”. His colleague, Mark Wilkinson 
added: “This was a great choice for the fourth section, providing a real test of phrasing and 
musicianship. Test-pieces don’t have to be full of black notes to be difficult!”

As you’ll hear, the winners Northop Brass (David Davies), made a mature band sound 
and played with a firm sense of style, that was more than enough to overcome the issues 
highlighted by the judges, giving Wales its first win of the Cheltenham weekend.

Two ‘Nationals’ in a row for Ebbw Valley Brass
In 2013 this upwardly mobile band from the Welsh valleys won the Fourth Section 
National Champion title at a canter. The smiles on the players’ faces were even broader 
this year, as the margin of victory in the third section was, to many ears, substantial. 

When Victor Vladmirovitch Ewald died in 1935, his music died with him. Ewald was 
a leading civil engineer, but learned the cornet and the tuba and was also a fine cellist, 
good enough to play in one of St Petersburg’s best known string quartets. We have the 
American euphoniumist and publisher Robert King to thank for publishing the Op. 5 
quintet (composed around 1890) in the 1950s. King graced it with the title Symphony for 
Brass, which Michael Hopkinson also adopted in his full brass band score. 

Like Burgon’s Narnia Suite, the music looks pretty innocuous on the page. Its often 
melancholic mood so typical of Russian folk music and of Tchaikovsky, his main influence, 
is matched by the dark hues of Michael Hopkinson’s score. The work’s three contrasting 

A touch of class from Black Dyke
Black Dyke brought the Championship Section Final to a thrilling climax. The final section 
of Peter Meechan’s The Legend of King Arthur seems engineered to raise a cheer and, as 
you will hear, Prof. Childs played it for all that it was worth. Baton down by his side, the 
majestic sound of the band grew and grew until the cheering started. 

The performance packs a punch from the off, with steely determination in the opening 
‘rock overture’. Gary Curtin floats his ‘Merlin’ cadenza over the supporting textures - 
genuinely spellbinding. The lion’s roar drum and moment of Arthur’s triumphant raising of 
Excalibur really grab the attention. The energy, drive and precision of the ‘funk-meets-big 
band’ battle scene is thrilling. 

The highlight for many, including the adjudicators, was the seductive flugel tone and 
limpid phrasing of Zoe Hancock in the penultimate ‘scene’, where Guinevere’s love for 
Lancelot is revealed. The short second battle scene builds to a searing climax. 

Black Dyke Band on stage at the Royal Albert Hall
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movements posed many problems – intonation issues in the minor key first movement, 
contrasting lyrical flow with a light but secure 5/4 lift in the second movement, and finding 
a tempo for the robust finale that left enough space for the fast passage work to be played 
with clarity. These and other points were picked up by the two adjudicators, Mike Kilroy 
and John Winterflood, who were in no doubt about the outstanding quality of the winner. 
Ebbw Valley Brass and Gareth Ritter were able to lift Ewald’s music off the page with 
contrast and life in an idiomatic reading. 

In 1914, the American cornet virtuoso Frank Simon, then just 25, succeeded Herbert C. 
Clark as the Principal Cornet of the Sousa Band. In the 1930s, Simon established himself 
as a teacher and band conductor. Black Dyke’s Principal Cornet, Richard Marshall, is the 
soloist in Simon’s most enduring composition, the polka brilliante Miss Blue Bonnet (1932).

Marple’s stylish victory in the Second Section
Emotions ran very high at the end of the second section, when Marple Band was 
announced the winner. The Stockport band’s greatest contesting day was undoubtedly its 
British Open title, won under Garry Cutt in 1996. It has experienced some tough times 
since then, so it was great to see two members of that 1996 band on stage in Cheltenham 
to enjoy this splendid National title.

All the bands seemed to enjoy Oliver Waespi’s Traversada, which presented many technical 
problems. As adjudicator David Thornton observed from the stage of The Centaur: “One 
thing to note is the characteristic accent detail that features a lot in his music” while 
fellow judge, Ian Porthouse, was impressed with the overall standard of the solo playing, 
especially the quartet with which the work opens: “Nearly every quartet at the start was 
note perfect in the whole contest, especially the solo cornet players”. There was also some 
lovely flugel playing to be enjoyed in the slow central section of Traversada as well.  

Waespi based the piece on a Romanch folk song from the Graubünden region of 
Switzerland, entitled S-chüra not. The title Traversada is the Romansh description for the 
crossing of a mo untain pass in this remote and imposing landscape. In his programme 
note, Waespi recognises that such a crossing ‘bears uncertainties and dangers, but also 
hope and new opportunities. Whoever sets out for a ‘traversada’ is leaving behind what’s 
familiar in the quest for new places and people’. 

Finding all the emotions, drama and gathering momentum in the music was down to 
the skill of the conductors in establishing appropriate speeds and setting suitable dynamic 
levels. As you’ll hear, Marple’s performance under Sarah Groake-Booth hit its musical 
points with an inevitable sense of growth and character.

Risks pay off for Filton Concert Brass in the First Section
A King’s Lie tells the tale, taken from a 13th Century French romance, of the forced 
separation and happy reunion a Moorish prince, Floire, and the daughter of one of the 
queen’s maids, Blancheflor. Floire and Blancheflor were born on the same day and brought 
up together at court. Of course they eventually fall in love. Fearing that his son may want 
to marry the girl, the king constructs an elaborate deception. He sells the girl to a harem 
but tells his son she is dead and constructs a huge tomb for her. When Floire tells his father 
that he’ll kill himself too, the truth comes out and encouraged by the news that his beloved 
is still alive, Flores sets out in a quest to find her.

The three contrasting movements of A King’s Lie describe the character of the King’s 
court (pretty untrustworthy perhaps), the sad separation of the lovers, Floire’s search and 
their reunion. 

As adjudicator Philip Harper commented from the stage, he and Michael Fowles were 
looking for the story to be revealed. “Mastering the basics through good band training 
regime is vital,” he said, “but we were also looking for bands to stand out from the crowd. 
How far you are prepared to go to take a risk is another important factor and three 
performances stood out a long way above the others for us because of this. All took big 
risks with the music, particularly in the diminuendo from pianissimo, but they all paid off”.
Taking the most risks was Bristol-based Filton Concert Brass under Tom Davoren. The 
‘funky’ style at the start engaged the ear, but there is also terrific energy and precision 
when required. Excellent cornet and flugel solos set the seal on a performance which went 
well beyond the basics.  

Black Dyke finished its Pre-Results Concert in style with a classic number from the era of 
swing, Sing, Sing, Sing (Louis Prima, 1935), part of Dan Price’s toe-tapping compilation, 
Black Dyke’s Big Band Set. 
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