


The winning performances at the 2018 finals of the

National Brass Band Championships were all notable

for the musical integrity of their delivery. Throughout the history 

of these great championships, being able to lift the music off the 

page in the most convincing and authoritative manner has not 

always led to winning performances. An insightful ‘reading’ can be 

trumped by a performance exhibiting superior technical prowess;

such is the nature of a brass band contest. 
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HOWEVER, IN THESE FIVE PERFORMANCES 
the virtues of musical expression and 
band craft would appear to be in 
perfect harmony, not least in Stamford 
Brass’ confident and assured account 
of Darrol Barry’s Divertimento for 
Brass to take the Fourth Section title. 

Darrol’s death in 2018 robbed the brass 
band world of one its most effective creators 
of concert and contest music particularly 
for bands below the elite level. Published 
for the National Championships of Great 

Britain, Divertimento for Brass is a popular 
and engaging work, originally used as a 
Third Section ‘Regional’ test-piece in 1990, 
and later the third tier of the Dutch (1995) 
and Australian (1996) championships. 
Stamford Brass plays the piece with precision 
and unexpected power at times. Conductor 
Julian Bright has clearly worked on the 
tuning and dynamic range of his band. While 
there aren’t any great emotional depths to be 
plumbed, the Lincolnshire players deliver 
each movement in appropriate style, from 
the precise Fanfare, through the resonant 

and resourcefully played Romance to 
the bright and lively concluding March.

THE FINALISTS IN THE THIRD SECTION WERE 
presented with arguably the most personal 
work chosen by the 
Kapitol Promotions 
Music Panel. The 
title Episodes for 
Brass does not refer 
to the form of the 
work, but to the 
autobiographical nature of its inspiration. 
Composer Gareth Churcher wrote it 
for his wedding, hoping to capture the 
excitement and majesty of this special day 
with Fanfare and Bells of Celebration, Solenne 
(dedicated to the late Shaun Thomas) 
and Finale that starts with a wake-up call, 
followed by a fanfare for cornets and 
trombones. Barnsley Brass really went 
for it – you’d expect nothing less with 
the energetic William Rushworth at the 
helm – capturing the suite’s distinctive 
characters with some committed and 
controlled playing particularly in the 
elegiac middle movement. We hear 
the hints of Pomp, Circumstance and 
the Westminster Chimes at the outset, 
contrasting with some nicely turned 
melodies from Principal Cornet. The 
muted detail in the John Williams’ 
inspired finale is crisp and clear. 

The test piece chosen for the Second 
Section final was composed by Stephen 
Bulla for the 10th anniversary of the 
United States Army Brass Band and 
received its first performance on 27 April 

1991. In February 
1993, Firestorm was 
the elite division test 
for the Norwegian 
Championships, 
won by Eikanger-
Bjørsvik. Since then 

it has been used on no fewer than 13 
occasions across three divisions, second, 
third and youth, suggesting perhaps 
that the technical challenges posed by 
Firestorm are more straightforward than 
its musical demands – the ‘abstract’ 
contrapuntal style, its diverse colours, 
characters and expressive range. Firestorm 
was inspired by the war in the Persian 
Gulf and the emotional impact Stephen 
Bulla experienced. The ominous 
sounds of airborne bombing raids and 
flashback sequences evoking a Baghdad 
market scene set against the unspoiled 
beauty of the Iraqi countryside before its 
siege. The final page of the score bears the 
following poignant inscription: ‘Completed 
February 26 1991, Kuwait liberated today.’

Negotiating the notes is only part of the 
‘battle’ in realising a faithful performance 
of this fine work. Creating a coherent 

“Negotiating the notes is only part 
of the ‘battle’ in realising a faithful 
performance of this fine work”.



and convincing series of musical pictures 
is arguably a greater challenge, and for the 
adjudicators in Cheltenham, it was the 
band from Middleton, half way between 
Rochdale and Oldham, which came closest 
to realising the bigger picture under the 
persuasive direction of Kevin Gibbs. 
Near neighbours Oldham (Lees) Band 
and conductor John Collins were the clear 
winners of Section One, for which the 
Kapitol Panel had selected music by one of 
the greatest composers of the last century, 
Benjamin Britten (1913-1976). My 
arrangement King Arthur – Scenes from a 
Radio Drama is the first Britten work to be 

used as a set brass band test piece. He never 
wrote for brass band and the transparent 
nature of his post-war writing, especially 
for the voice and the orchestra, makes the 
creation of convincing band arrangements 
problematic. Britten has been a favourite 
composer of mine since my late teens and 
having devoted many years researching the 
life and work of his first teacher, Frank 
Bridge, I have also been privileged to work 
on some of Britten’s lesser known early 
scores, particularly those he composed for 
theatre and radio between 1937 and 1945. 

In 1937, Britten was commissioned by 
the BBC to provide 
substantial score 
for a lavish radio 
dramatisation of the 
legend of King Arthur. 
It took him a month 
to write 40 minutes of 
music for orchestra, 
chorus and vocal 
soloists, and he really 
liked what he’d created 
– reusing the best bits 
in later compositions. 
In 1995, I prepared an 
orchestral suite for the 
BBC Philharmonic to 
record, and 20 years 

after that I returned to the original score 
to prepare a second, shorter suite for 
the 2018 National Champions, Foden’s 
Band, to play at the 2015 RNCM 
Brass Band Festival. Unusually for 
Britten, orchestral brass dominates 
the sound. His writing is lean and 
economical, so that very little gets lost 
in transcription. I also attempted to 
reflect the work’s symphonic origins 
in the brass band realisation. The 
exposed nature of the voicing created 
some problems on the day, notably in 
the first fast section, Wild Dance, which 
behaves rather like a mini-concerto 
for brass. On the plus side, the absence 
of metronome marks resulted in a 
commendably wide range of approaches 
to speed and style – fascinating!

Oldham (Lees) Band’s grasp of 
the suite’s narrative drama and its 
symphonic dimension was outstanding 
on the day, from the trumpet-like 
brilliance of the opening fanfare to the 
control and quality of the solo playing in 
the challenging slow movement and the 
power of the battle scenes. You’ll hear 
the occasional blemish, but it is a very 
difficult score to pull off in contesting 
conditions. As a Britten fan as well as 
the arranger, I am full of admiration 

for the intensity and authenticity 
of the performance as a whole.

AFTER THE CLOSE OF PLAY AT THE 
Championship Section final on 6 
October, the post-mortem was all about 
the wonderful sound of Brighouse 
& Rastrick (Prof. David King), the 
near flawless playing of Cory (Philip 
Harper), with a stand-out contribution 
on solo trombone from Chris Thomas, 
and the cultured approach of Foden’s 
Band under Russell Gray. You could 
have made a case for all three as the 
victor, but the judges, Paul Holland, 
Alan Morrison and Luc Vertommen 



were in no doubt that Foden’s Band gave 
them what they were looking for – a ‘world 
class’ performance faithful both to the 
letter and the spirit of Kenneth Downie’s 
Handel in the Band. This was Foden’s first 
National Championship win since 2012 
(Daphnis and Chloe, conducted by Allan 
Withington) and only its fourth since 
the pre-war Fred 
Mortimer era. In 
1953 (Diadem of Gold) 
and 1958 (Variations 
on The Shining River) 
the band was 
conducted by 
Harry Mortimer.

Commissioned by Brass Band Treize 
Etoiles for the 2013 Swiss National, 
Handel in the Band was the top section test 
at the 2017 Dutch Nationals. The title is a 
reference to Percy Grainger’s ‘clog dance’ 
of 1912, Handel in the Strand, so called because 
of the music’s resemblance, in Grainger’s 
mind, to the work of the great German 
composer. At that time, the theatres on 
The Strand were the home of London’s 
musical comedy. Handel in the Band is a 
playful showpiece, designed to entertain 
the listener while fully stretching the 
players. The theme is taken from the 
Sarabande in Handel’s Keyboard Suite in D 

minor, HWV 4, which itself is based on the 
tradition Spanish dance measure, La Folia. 
There is hardly a bar in the piece where 
the theme is not ‘in play’ in some form. 
Handel’s bass line in particular “lends 
itself especially well to contrapuntal 
treatment,” says Dr Downie, who ends 
the piece with a spectacular fugue. 

As a listener on the 
day, and having 
edited the score for 
the composer, I am 
hugely impressed 
by the subtle details 
as well as the bigger 
picture that the 

unfailingly musical Russell Gray draws 
from this fine band. Their lightness 
of touch is admirable. All of nothing 
is exaggerated for contest effect on the 
day. The nuances of this transparent 
score cut through the Royal Albert Hall’s 
notoriously difficult acoustic with clarity, 
style and when appropriate a sense of 
fun. Foden’s experienced soloists are 
on top form. Band and conductor are 
clearly enjoying their task as much as the 
composer, who writes of his day at the 
Royal Albert Hall: “It was a very exciting 
day for me and our friends at the RAH, 
and I did listen to all 20 performances. I 

found something to appreciate 
from most performances, 
while the very best ones were 
astonishingly good. I am 
most grateful to all players 
and conductors for their 
professional  standards, 
delivered in such a pressurised 
situation. The passionate 
intensity of some of the 
quieter passages will live long 
in my memory, and it is not 
surprising that they often 
proved to be the most testing 
parts of the music. Finally, my 
thanks to the great Mr Handel, 
for giving me a wonderful 
theme to play around with.” █

BEFORE THE RESULTS CEREMONY TOOK PLACE,
the audience was treated to a set of big band 
classics and jazz standards from the Royal Air 
Force Squadronaires, led by Sergeant Andy Mears. 
Given its title, Lionel Hampton’s Flying Home has 
become synonymous with the Squadronaires as a 
concert encore. Ted Heath’s trombone and sax-
led treatment of the Rodgers and Hart’s Where or 
When featured on ‘The Squads’ US tour (April 
2018), during which they gave a joint concert in 
Washington DC alongside Airmen of Note (US 
Air Force) to celebrate the centenary of the Royal 
Air Force. Gordon Goodwin’s up-tempo march A 
Few Good Men (2001, Swingin’ for the Fences album) 
imbues 1940s swing with the contemporary ‘twist’ 
of Goodwin’s trademark Big Phat fusion style. 
Finally, trumpeters Corporal Ben Godfrey and 
Senior Aircraftman Jack Wilson, both former 
brass banders, feature in Dick Barrell’s treatment 
of another Rodgers and Hart classic Manhattan. █

Paul Hindmarsh

I am hugely impressed by the subtle 
details as well as the bigger picture 
that the unfailingly musical Russell 
Gray draws from this fine band.
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18 1. FLYING HOME

LIONEL HAMPTON TRS. BARRY FORGIE
Royal Air Force Squadronaires led by Sergeant Andy Mears

2. DIVERTIMENTO FOR BRASS*
DARROL BARRY
Stamford Brass conducted by Julian Bright - Winners Fourth Section

3. WHERE OR WHEN
RODGERS & HART ARR. TED HEATH
Royal Air Force Squadronaires led by Sergeant Andy Mears

4. EPISODES FOR BRASS*
GARETH CHURCHER
Barnsley Brass conducted by William Rushworth - Winners Third Section

5. FIRESTORM*
STEPHEN BULLA
Middleton Band conducted by Kevin Gibbs - Winners Second Section

6. A FEW GOOD MEN
GORDON GOODWIN
Royal Air Force Squadronaires led by Sergeant Andy Mears

7. KING ARTHUR - SCENES FROM A RADIO DRAMA*
BRITTEN ADPT. PAUL HINDMARSH
Oldham (Lees) Band conducted by John Collins - Winners First Section

8. MANHATTAN
RODGERS & HART ARR. DICK BARRELL
Royal Air Force Squadronaires led by Sergeant Andy Mears

9. HANDEL IN THE BAND
KENNETH DOWNIE
Foden’s Band conducted by Russell Gray - Winners Championship Section

Recorded at The Centaur Conference Centre, Cheltenham*
and The Royal Albert Hall, London


