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Benjamin Britten (arr. Hindmarsh)  Occasional Overture 7’42
Tredegar Town Band • Ian Porthouse conductor

Robin Holloway
Men Marching (War Memorial No. 1)  Op. 50, no. 1 11’11
Cory Band • Philip Harper conductor

Lucy Pankhurst  Voices (In Memoriam) 10’43
Tredegar Town Band • Ian Porthouse conductor

Robin Holloway
From Hills and Valleys (War Memorial No. 2)  Op. 50, no. 2 13’20
Cory Band • Philip Harper conductor

John McCabe  The Maunsell Forts (Nocturne for brass band) 16’29
Cory Band • Robert Childs conductor

Diversions after Benjamin Britten and St. Edmundsbury Fanfare 19‘27
Benjamin Britten  St. Edmundsbury Fanfare 1 0’44
Lucy Pankhurst  Prelude – His Depth 3’46
Benjamin Britten  St. Edmundsbury Fanfare 2 0’41
Simon Dobson  Scherzo – His Vitality 3’17
Benjamin Britten  St. Edmundsbury Fanfare 3 0’46
Paul McGhee  March – His Sympathy 4’29
Benjamin Britten  St. Edmundsbury Fanfare 4 1’06
Gavin Higgins  Toccata – His Skill 4’38
Tredegar Town Band • Ian Porthouse conductor

Total timing 79’15
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The British brass band reached peak numbers in the 
fi rst half of the 20th century. The often used term ‘brass 
band movement’ was never more apt, as the infl uence 
of the ‘working man’s orchestra’ – another popular 
term – began to spread around the globe. While there 
are far fewer brass bands in the United Kingdom in 
the 21st century, this British formation of instruments; 
its traditional activities, its love of competition and its 
repertoire can now be experienced throughout Western 
Europe, the Americas, Australasia and the Far East. 
However, for two periods in the last century the onward 
march of the brass band movement came to a halt as 
the world found itself at war. 

The period between the two world wars was one of 
the richest in music composed for brass bands. Elgar, 
Holst, Vaughan Williams, Herbert Howells, Arthur Bliss, 
John Ireland and others added their voices to a growing 
repertoire, but little of that paid tribute to the loss of so 
many young lives, countless brass musicians among 
them. The musical war memorials receiving their fi rst 
recorded performances here are of more recent vintage.
They are framed by the music of Benjamin Britten 
(1913-1976), whose pacifi st sympathies are enshrined 
in some of his fi nest music, the War Requiem being the 
most well known.

Benjamin Britten
Occasional Overture
The renewal of the nation’s cultural 
voice after 1945 was evidenced in 
the establishment in August 1946 
of the Arts Council of Great Britain 
out of the wartime Council for the 
Encouragement of Music and the 
Arts (CEMA), and the launch of a 
new national BBC radio network 
devoted to music, culture and the 
arts. The BBC Third Programme 
(now Radio 3) took to the air on 29 
September 1946 in festive mood with 
a brand new overture commissioned 
from the young British composer of 
the moment. Occasional Overture 
was written in just over a month. ‘As 
time is rather short and I have to 
dash around the world’, Britten wrote 
to the BBC in July, ‘I am afraid that 
I cannot guarantee a very long and 
weighty opus, but I am sure I can do 
something suitably festive for you.’

Britten completed the task on 14 
September and Occasional Overture 

received its broadcast performance 
by the BBC Symphony Orchestra 
under Adrian Boult. Britten was 
not happy with the performance 
and the work was not heard again 
for 36 years. The fi rst public 
performance was given on 28 April 
1983, in Orchestra Hall, Chicago, 
by the Chicago Symphony under 
Raymond Leopard. The fi rst British 
public performance took place on 6 
October 1983 in Birmingham Town 
Hall, with John Carewe conducting 
the City of Birmingham Symphony 
Orchestra. 

Occasional Overture is full of 
brassy fanfares and joie de vivre. 
A suitably majestic opening, replete 
with fanfares and trills, gives way 
to a series of contrasting episodes. 
The energetic fl ow of the music 
is maintained until just after the 
mid-point, where a series of more 
refl ective solos offer a brief moment 
of respite. The music then builds to a 
dynamic climax with the return of the 
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opening fanfare material and a fast 
and furious coda.

Given the dominance of brass in this 
exciting work, I prepared a version 
for brass band for Britten’s centenary 
year (2013). This was given its fi rst 
performance on 26 January 2013 
at the Royal Northern College of 
Music (RNCM) Festival of Brass in 
Manchester by the Foden’s Band. 
My arrangement is presented a tone 
lower than the orchestral original to 
accommodate the compass of brass 
band instruments. The full range of 
the brass and percussion writing 
has been preserved with Britten’s 
harp and celeste parts adapted for 
glockenspiel and vibraphone.

Robin Holloway
War Memorials Op. 50, nos. 1 & 2
Robin Holloway (b. 1943) composed 
his two War Memorials for brass 
band in the early 1980s. He had 
spent the fi rst half of 1981 travelling 
in South America and in the USA. 

On his return, composition of a vast 
oratorio, Brand (after the play by 
Ibsen), which had been stirring in his 
mind whilst abroad, was completed in 
a matter of weeks. Later in the year 
the Yorkshire Imperial Band and their 
conductor at that time, John Pryce 
Jones, commissioned a ten-minute 
work. So enthused was Holloway by 
the possibilities of the medium and 
by the quality and musicianship of 
the playing that he came up with a 
pair of substantial and related works 
that tie in with the somber northern 
moods of Brand. They commemorate 
World War 1 from the soldier’s 
viewpoint, and were given the title 
War Memorials in tribute to the youth 
of all countries killed in action. The 
scores are prefaced by a poignant 
poem by Charles Hamilton Sorley, 
who was killed in action in 1915. He 
was just 20. 

Holloway captures the contrasts of 
seemingly nonchalant soldiers’ songs 
in the face of death. Indeed, Men 

Marching is a kind of funeral march, 
opening with dragging rhythms and 
muted harmonies. While there are no 
direct quotations from WW1 songs, 
his mosaic of melodies takes us 
back to the period, and the somber 
sentiments with which Sorley ends 
his poem echo in the fi nal bars of 
this impressive score. The second 
War Memorial, From Hills and Valleys, 

is more expansive in construction 
and less somber in tone. The melodic 
themes remain clear and concise. 
There is an audible connection 
between the two works, although 
the allusions to popular songs of 
the time are less obvious. There is 
perhaps more of the optimism of 
Sorley’s fi rst stanza here, a sense of 
building energy to set aside those of 
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 All the hills and vales along
  Earth is bursting into song,
 And the singers are the chaps
 Who are going to die perhaps.
   O sing, marching men
   Till the valleys ring again
   Give your gladness to earth’s keeping
   So be glad, when you are sleeping.

 From the hills and valleys earth
 Shouts back the sound of mirth.
 Tramp of feet and lilt of song
 Ringing all the road along.
   On marching men, on
   To the gates of death with song
   Strew your gladness on earth’s bed.
   So be merry, so be dead.
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consolation and loss. From Hills and 

Valleys ends in a blaze of virtuosic 
activity.

Lucy Pankhurst
Voices (In Memoriam)
Lucy Pankhurst is one of the most 
innovative composers working in the 
brass band medium. In 2011 she 
received a British Composer Award 
for In Pitch Black, a poignant musical 
refl ection on the mining disaster at 
the Pretoria coal mine, to the north 
west of Manchester. Late in 2013, 
she was commissioned to create a 
work to be performed in the cloisters 
of Salisbury Cathedral at the opening 
event of the 2014 Ageas Salisbury 
International Arts Festival. ’Voices 
From No Man’s Land began to take 
me on a journey,’ writes Pankhurst, 
‘discovering more and more each day 
about the lives of the soldiers in the 
First World War and, in particular, of 
the fi rst Christmas in the trenches, 
where many downed their weapons 
and even lit small trees on the 

parapets, as a gesture of peace, 
humanity and, above all – hope.’ 

As well as traditional English and 
German Christmas songs from 
the period, Voices From No Man’s 

Land also featured a pre-recorded 
‘soundtrack’ including an extract from 
a letter written by Sir Edward Hulse 
to his mother from the trenches 
during Christmas 1914. This version 
for brass band, Voices (In Memoriam), 
was prepared for the 2014 RNCM 
Festival of Brass. The music begins 
tentatively with a portion of the 
original soundtrack, building up in 
layers. ‘This is intended to refl ect 
the carol singing in the trenches,’ 
Pankhurst continues, ‘with sections 
of the band playing independently, 
often with several keys sounding 
at once. There are moments where 
it is diffi cult to hear melodies over 
the tumult of sound, with so many 
voices trying to be heard (or, in 
some instances, trying to remain 
hidden). After a dramatic fanfare, 

the musicians (and symbolically the 
soldiers on both sides) are united in 
unison and the work fades away with 
the sound of birdsong.’

John McCabe
The Maunsell Forts
Although John McCabe (1939 
– 2015) found the sound worlds 
of wind and brass ‘endlessly 
fascinating’, he left behind just ten 
works for brass and wind band. 
McCabe’s standing within the brass 
band community is particularly high, 
due in large measure to one work, 
Cloudcatcher Fells (1985). The last 
of his six brass band works was 
The Maunsell Forts, commissioned, 
at my suggestion, by the BBC for 
performance at the 2002 British 
Open Brass Band Championships. 
The victors on that occasion were 
Cory Band and its musical director at 
that time, Robert Childs, who perform 
it here in a live recording made at the 
2010 RNCM Festival of Brass for 
BBC Radio 3.

Unusually for a contest piece, 
The Maunsell Forts begins and 
ends quietly. For that reason it 
has not been used in brass band 
competitions since. The Maunsell 

Forts remained McCabe’s favourite 
brass band piece, ‘… because 
like Cloudcatcher it has an added 
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John McCabe with his wife Monica at Maunsell Forts
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element’. He continued ‘... the earlier 
piece derived from deep love of one 
particular corner of the Lake District 
around Patterdale, which I’ve known 
since 1947. Maunsell derives from 
the Second World War anti-aircraft 
defensive forts, rather H.G.Wells-like 
tetrapods in the Thames Estuary and 
the refl ections which seeing them 
conjured up for me.’ 

Some of them stand just off the 
North Kent coast, not far from the 
McCabe residence. A boat trip out 
to see the evocative remains of Guy 
Maunsell’s constructions provided 
the inspiration. Composed in a single 
span, there are two substantial 
episodes of fast music: one based on 
a powerful descending theme, which 
goes round the band, obsessively 
driving the music forward; the other 
is a passacaglia, framed by wave-
like surges of texture and including 
sharp retorts as vivid as night-time 
anti-aircraft fi re with tracer bullets.  
These two sections stand proud of 

the musical seascape around them 
– a structural analogy in music for 
the forts themselves, perhaps. The 
three connecting ritornelli, with their 
ship’s bell inspired resonating chords, 
fanfares and restless phrases are 
as unsettled in sound as the rope 
walkways must have been hard to 
negotiate. 

The subtitle ‘Nocturne’, McCabe 
said ‘alludes to the fact that it would 
have been at night that the greatest 
danger came’. The work ends not 
with a triumphant coda but an 
extended elegy based on Bach’s 
Passion Chorale, O sacred head now 

wounded. ‘It would have seemed less 
[than] honourable to write a work 
fi nishing with a loud and triumphant 
conclusion, in view of the subject 
matter,’ McCabe has explained. 
‘The Thames forts still stand, as a 
memorial as well as intriguing and 
remarkably affecting artifacts, an 
unexpected page of recent but not 
yet forgotten human history.’

Diversions after Benjamin Britten 
and St. Edmundsbury Fanfare
Diversions after Benjamin Britten 
was commissioned with funds from 
the PRS for Music Foundation and 
the Brass Band Heritage Trust and 
fi rst performed on 26 January 2013 
at the RNCM Festival of Brass by 
the Tredegar Town Brass Band 
conducted by Ian Porthouse. Having 
devised a collective centenary tribute 
for Michael Tippett for the 2006 
RNCM Festival (Variations on a 

Theme of Michael Tippett, recorded 
on NMC D142), I devised this 
collection as a companion piece. 

In the late 1970s, while researching 
for a book about Britten’s fi rst 
teacher, Frank Bridge (1879 – 1941), 
I came across a printed score of 
Variations on a Theme of Frank Bridge 
(Op.10) for string orchestra, in which 
Britten had written descriptive titles 
for each of the variations suggesting 
appropriate character traits of his 
much loved mentor and guide. Taking 

inspiration from Britten’s youthful 
tribute, I invited four award-winning 
composers, who have all made 
signifi cant contributions to the brass 
band medium, to create their own 
personal refl ections on aspects of 
Britten’s character and music. 

Lucy Pankhurst’s Prelude: His Depth 
refers to the emotional and symbolic 
subtexts that underpin Britten’s 
operas, taking its musical cue from 
Britten’s many arrangements of 
folk songs. The fl ugel horn takes a 
prominent role throughout. Simon 
Dobson’s Scherzo: His Vitality 
reminds us, with its rapid passage 
work and leaping bass ‘groove’, that 
Britten loved tennis and fast cars. 

Paul McGhee’s evocative 
interpretation of the March: His 

Sympathy represents Benjamin 
Britten’s pacifi sm, as McGhee 
writes: ‘We view the music through 
the eyes of a pacifi st. With the use 
of muted effects in most of the 
band throughout the piece, the 
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Cory Band

Cory Band has been the number one 
ranked brass band in the world for the 
past eight years. Based in the Rhondda 
Valley, it was founded in 1884 as Ton 
Temperance Band. It became Cory Band 
in 1895 when colliery owner Sir Clifford 
Cory offered to support the band. Cory 
Band is one of the most successful 
bands on the contesting stage, with many 
major competition victories under Major 
Arthur Kenny in the 1980s and since the 
turn of the century under Robert Childs 
and from 2012 Philip Harper. 

In 2001, Cory Band was appointed as 
resident ensemble to the Royal Welsh 
College of Music and Drama and the 
same year appointed composer John 
Pickard as its Composer-in-Residence. 
In July 2005 Cory Band performed Dr. 
Pickard’s hour long Gaia Symphony at 
the Cheltenham International Festival. 
Broadcast live on BBC Radio 3, Gaia 
Symphony is currently the most extended 
work in the brass band repertory. 
The band continues to be active in 
the commissioning, performance and 
recording of new music for the medium. 

Through the Cory Academy, established 
in 2013, the band provides tuition and 
advice to 15 local youth bands as well as 
recruiting in local schools.

Tredegar Town Band

Tredegar Town Band is one of the most 
adventurous brass bands in the United 
Kingdom. Although its origins can be 
traced back to 1849, it was constituted 
as a brass band in 1876 and it continues 
to represent the south Wales town 
with pride. This was literally so with the 
2014 BAFTA Award winning fi lm, Pride, 
in which the band provided part of the 
musical score and also made a cameo 
appearance. In May 2015, Tredegar 
Town Band and its musical director Ian 
Porthouse made brass band history 
when they appeared on the Sadler’s 
Wells stage alongside dancers of the 
Rambert company in performing the 
music of Gavin Higgins’ acclaimed ballet 
Dark Arteries. 

The band continues to explore innovative 
artistic collaborations, including a 
concert on London’s South Bank as 
part of the 2015 Changing Britain 

retrospective, participation with fi lm 
producers on an animated release about 
the 1916 Easter Rising in Dublin and 
a concert performance at the Old Vic 
Theatre in London.

In 2016 the band became Champion 
Band of Wales for the eleventh time.

Tredegar Town Band is the brass band in 
residence at Birmingham Conservatoire.

Also on NMC …

New Music for Brass Band (NMC D142)
works by George Benjamin, Richard 
Rodney Bennett, Judith Bingham, 
Kenneth Hesketh, Michael Tippett, 
Philip Wilby and others. Foden’s Band, 
Bramwell Tovey conductor

 

fl ugel horn is the lone voice of 
reason, standing fi rm against 
the mechanical and destructive 
society in which it is forced to live. 
As the machine of war continues, 
the voice is gradually dismissed 
and mocked as the war machine 
rumbles on into the distance.’ In an 
extended fi nale, entitled Toccata: 

His Skill, Gavin Higgins celebrates 
Benjamin Britten’s consummate 
creativity with allusions to his most 
famous opera.

The four pieces are framed and 
connected by Britten’s Fanfare 

for St. Edmundsbury. I am 
grateful to the Britten Estate and 
publishers Boosey & Hawkes 
for giving permission for the 
elements of Britten’s fanfare to 
be incorporated into this collective 
tribute.

© 2016 Paul Hindmarsh

Information about all the composers 
and artists on this disc can be found 
on NMC’s website:
www.nmcrec.co.uk
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