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The Salvation Army’s early history makes 

mention of several ‘staff bands’ dating back 

as far as 1880, but it was on 7 October 1891 

that the ‘International Headquarters Staff 

Band’ was offi cially brought into being. The 

present-day ISB acknowledges this date as 

the beginning of its existence. 

Staff Captain Fred Fry was appointed 

Bandmaster and, under his direction, daily 

rehearsals commenced in the basement 

of the old headquarters building at 101 

Queen Victoria Street. There were also one 

or two weeknight rehearsals, which were 

occasionally followed by outdoor marching 

practice on Queen Victoria Street!

In those days all the members of the band 

were either offi cers or employees of The 

Salvation Army and attendance at band 

rehearsals and engagements took precedence 

over work! Fred Fry was a patient teacher and 

worked hard with the limited talent at his 

disposal. However, the motivation for their 

work was underpinned by a fi rm belief that 

their efforts were blessed by God and that 

they would be used to bring listeners into a 

knowledge of God’s love.

From those beginnings, the present-day ISB 

has evolved. Throughout its history the band 

has maintained the highest musical and 

spiritual standards and has been proud to be 

associated with many notable Salvation Army 

musicians, with Eric Ball, Bernard Adams, Ray 

Bowes and Robert Redhead among its former 

Bandmasters. Currently led by Dr. Stephen 

Cobb, the ISB’s fi rst non-offi cer Bandmaster, 

the band still works to achieve the very 

highest standards in its music-making and in 

its communication of the Christian message.

The band meets every Wednesday evening for 

rehearsal and travels the length and breadth 

of the country, visiting Salvation Army centres 

to present concerts and lead worship. It is 

regularly featured at major Salvation Army 

events and has also taken part in several 

signifi cant concerts in the wider world of non-

Salvation Army brass banding, building and 

strengthening healthy links between these 

two strands of the brass band movement.

The international staff band critical praise and affi rmation. He has recently 
taken up the baton again as conductor of 
Hendon Band.

In addition to the recent ISB120 celebrations, 
The International Staff Band continues 
to be involved in major brass banding 
events, including Brass in Concert, gala 
concerts following the National Brass 
Band Championships of Great Britain and 
other concert and recording projects with 
high profi le groups which have been both 
rewarding and stimulating. Two recent 

recordings by Stephen and The International 
Staff Band have received notable acclaim, 
the double-CD Origins and St Magnus - The 
Music of Kenneth Downie.

Stephen Cobb’s initial reputation was secured 
as a cornet soloist, both at Hendon and 
within The International Staff Band, having 
come from a family of talented bandmasters 
and soloists. He and his wife, Elaine, are 
members of the corps at Hendon along with 
their youngest son Philip, who is himself a 
renowned cornet and trumpet player.
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The ISB makes frequent visits abroad, 

including Japan, New Zealand, Australia, 

Canada and the USA in its long list of 

countries visited. In addition to performing 

live, the band makes regular recordings on 

the SP&S label.

Currently, about one third of the band are 

employed by The Salvation Army while 

the rest work in a wide and varied range of 

professions. All are active members of their 

local Salvation Army corps, many holding 

leadership positions. They give their time 

and talents to service with The International 

Staff Band because they, like their early day 

counterparts, believe that God uses the band’s 

ministry as a means of spreading the message 

of the Christian Gospel. 

Dr. Stephen Cobb, Territorial Music Director 
for the United Kingdom Territory, oversees 
all aspects of The Salvation Army’s music 
and arts ministries. In addition to that major 
responsibility he has, since 1994, directed the 
premier brass band of the denomination, The 
International Staff Band. In both positions 
he has ably followed some of The Salvation 
Army’s most famous music leaders and 
conductors. 

Stephen has led The International Staff Band 
through an exciting period of innovation 
that has seen the band’s profi le in the wider 

brass band movement signifi cantly raised. 
His innovative leadership in SA music has 
brought about a renewed vigour to that great 
musical tradition, marked symbolically by the 
establishment of the Territorial Youth Band 
(directed by Dr. Cobb), a group made up of 
the fi nest young players in the Territory, and 
its sister group, the Territorial Youth Choir. 
In 2010 Dr. Cobb received the Iles Medal of 
the Worshipful Company of Musicians for 
his contributions to brass bands and their 
music.

A music educator by profession and 
training (his initial degrees the BA (Hons), 
Cert-Ed and MA), in July 2006 Dr. Cobb 
completed the degree of Doctor of Musical 
Arts, in instrumental conducting, at Salford 
University. 

As Bandmaster of The International Staff 
Band, and formerly Bandmaster of Hendon 
Salvation Army Band (29 years service), 
Stephen achieved the highest standards 
of musicianship and musical ministry, 
providing outstanding models for the 
worldwide Salvation Army musical fellowship. 
Recordings, concerts and international tours 
with both ensembles received the highest 

Staff Bandmaster Dr. Stephen Cobb

www.theisb.com
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Ray Steadman-Allen writes: 

Britain in the 60s is nostalgically portrayed as 

a vibrant and exciting era, especially for youth 

and its varied expressions of the whirligig 

of social lifestyle. In popular music the big 

bands were giving place to grass-roots groups. 

Arriving in Canada during a 1964 North 

American  musical tour, the fi rst interviewer’s 

question shot at me was, "What do you think 

of The Beatles?" Though traditional Salvation 

Army music seemed to be continuing its 

serene and undramatic evolution (with even 

a work for piano and band and an informed 

awareness of contemporary expression) there 

were stirrings in the direction of showbiz: Joy 

Webb and the Joystrings, who hit the charts 

and the ‘musicals’ by the ‘two Johns’: Gowans 

and Larsson, of which more anon. London in 

1965 was the venue for thousands of overseas 

visitors on the occasion of the Army centenary, 

which of course called for new music.

To select representative works for this double 

album cannot have been an easy assignment. 

Indeed the problem of choice was what to 

leave out, and it would not be diffi cult to 

produce further and deserving lists, which 

may be the best way of saying that, in the 

fi eld of worldwide Army music, there was 

strong creativity and the encouragement 

of new voices. Chronological order is not 

a consideration so it may be helpful to 

introduce the two discs separately.

Disc 1 is a new recording. The three large-

scale works are balanced by a series of smaller 

items which could well have been heard at 

many a local centre during a Sunday’s worship 

and praise gatherings.

Leslie Condon’s all too brief life was fruitful 

with a number of works, very well accepted 

in their day and currently having a revival. 

He was, incidentally, a celebrated Staff Band 

tuba player and its deputy-bandmaster, as 

well as fulfi lling infl uential offi cial music 

editorial and administrative roles. The 
Present Age carries a message and depicts 

something of what I referred to as ‘the 

whirligig of life’ in its sometimes frenzied and 

stressed mode. Against this is a stability and a 

challenge to personal spiritual commitment. 

Unfortunately, many of our lovely and 

powerful songs are disappearing from use, 

which often results in the loss of the thrust of 

their words in instrumental music quotation, 

programme notes
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but that is an issue for another day. Leslie 

wants us to absorb, and ideally to respond, 

to the tune of Southport, thematically 

enshrining the words ‘To serve the present 

age, my calling to fulfi l’. He moves further to 

‘I’ll follow thee, deny thee never’. An inspired 

technical idea leads him to offer a silent 

pause where the mind thinks ‘never’, thus 

reinforcing the challenge. The whole work 

concludes buoyantly with ‘Courage, brother,  

do not stumble’.

Brian Bowen’s My Comfort and Strength is 

appropriately a serious meditation on the 

hymn The King of love my shepherd is, with 

the tune University. The hymn, a paraphrase 

of Psalm 23, contains the line, ‘Thy rod and 

staff my comfort still’, echoing the psalmist’s 

own expression. This is a lovely and freely-

fl owing composition. Brian, also a former 

editorial staff member and ISB fl ugel horn 

player, moved to the USA to become the 

bandmaster of the New York Staff Band. He 

now lives in Florida.

The two marches, The Invincible Army and 

California are both from North America and 

are by professional Scandinavian-American 

composers, Erik Leidzén and Emil Söderström 

respectively. Both emigrated to the USA in the 

years following World War 1, both were strong 

characters and each has a distinctive personal 

style, together with an awesome track-record 

of creative achievement.

The earliest of the three major works is The 

Holy War. Inspired by John Bunyan’s book of 

the same name, it is a revision of an earlier 

version from 1959 and was premièred during 

the 1965 Centenary Concert. There were 

varied press reactions, one commentator 

declaring that he was physically upset by 

the battle music; at the other scale-end the 

accolade that ‘Army music has won its spurs’. 

The book’s theme is Mansoul’s subjection 

to the Prince of Darkness (Diabolus); the 

coaxing fascination of evil and the ultimate 

divine rescue: ‘Emmanuel leading His 

victorious forces of right and fi nally 

supreme...' As with the majority of Army 

instrumental music there is an incorporated 

recognisable hymn content (in a centuries-

long tradition not unlike the chant basis of 

church music), in this case Martin Luther’s 

Reformation hymn, A safe stronghold our God 

is still, which also acknowledges the mind of 

John Bunyan.

of his creative mind led one to hope for 

more. In addition to the standard band 

instrumentation, the SA issues a considerable 

body of works for smaller ensembles but the 

nature of Heaton's scoring suggests that he 

needed a full resource of instrumental colour 

and line effectively  to  create his  envisioned 

sound-web. Sensitively emotional, this brief 

arrangement is a delicately constructed 

miniature yet has moments of intensity. The 

featured theme is the refrain of a gospel song, 

Fairest of Ten Thousand and begins At Thy feet 

I bow adoring, whilst the title derives from the 

poet's expression of Christian commitment 

in its fi nal line: 'Just to do my Master's will'.

Songs in Exile is about the belief that ‘here 

we have no continuing city’. Eric’s personal 

relationship with The Salvation Army had its 

diffi cult moments and some have guessed 

at a second meaning. But its overt Christian 

message is unambiguous. The essential, 

warmly lyrical Eric Ball, cradled in Edwardian 

musical language is gently persuasive. 

My Strength, My Tower. The composer of 

these symphonic variations was a New 

Zealander who held a Salvationist music post 

in Britain during the 60s. The set is based 

on his own setting of a hymn, commencing 

with the title words. It is possible that the 

composition was among his submissions for 

a music degree. At the time of its appearance 

it was, and still is, regarded as a tour de force 

of brass writing. 

None Other Name. The title derives from 

a statement scripturally recorded by the 

apostle John. Erik Leidzén’s idiom is easy to 

identify with the individuality of his crafting, 

and a gently sophisticated chromatic palette 

refreshing his chosen material. The piece is a 

selection of well-known gospel songs, ending 

climactically with All hail the power of Jesus’ 

name in bolero mode. 

From the mind and pen of the same composer 

is The Call of the Righteous. Its writer had 

long cherished the idea of a developed work 

based on When the roll is called up yonder 

and his dream is undoubtedly masterly and 

a great favourite. As the piece begins, listen 

for the solo cornets in a unison theme that 

recurs. This original passage is also combined 

with the main theme in a buoyant fi nale.
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The complete title of the trombone feature 

is Wonders Begin When the Lord Comes 

In, which makes the evangelistic point. Its 

selection relates to the musicals referred to 

above and is typical of some of the more lively 

songs contained therein. This one is from the 

fi rst of the series, Take-over Bid. As a piece of 

instrumental arrangement it is a world away 

from my The Holy War, but is a good example 

of the versatility hoped for in a staff composer. 

It was my privilege to be in the editorial chair 

and to see into print practically all of the 

musicals. Show-style selections of the songs 

and individual arrangements helped the 

impetus and many songs have found their 

way into traditional congregational usage. 

The idea was the brainchild of Denis Hunter, 

then responsible for our youth work in the 

United Kingdom. He commissioned John 

Larsson and John Gowans (who subsequently 

became Generals) and the concept took off. 

The present light and rhythmic souffl é sits 

nicely on trombones.

In Wonder Beholding is representative of the 

devotional music available for band use as 

a meeting contribution or in a programme. 

It links appropriate songs including And 

can it be? and the refrain, Can you wonder, 

which refl ect on the experience of the 

Christian’s personal relationship with God. 

In a sympathetically-receptive situation, such 

essays can be powerfully moving.

Rarely does one come across an item like 

Never Give Up!. Scored for a double quartet of 

cornets and trombones, it is a well-wrought 

and bright piece based on an old gospel 

song which urges what the writer to biblical 

Timothy would have termed being ‘steadfast’, 

or in more contemporary language, ‘sticking 

with it’. Look forward to a foot-tapping waltz 

style.

The disc’s three arrangements of hymns or 

gospel songs – How Sweet the Name (French) 

arr. Donald Osgood, The Beautiful City arr.  

Erik Silfverberg and Redeeming Love arr. 

Tom Rive – are varied in style and all are 

little gems and represent a wealth of similar 

treatments. In fact, at least one anthology 

has been published by The Salvation Army 

music press. Dr Rive, a New Zealand music 

professor, spent some time in London and 

briefl y played with the ISB.

Disc 2 has been compiled from previous 

recordings; two tracks are Eric Ball 

compositions. By the 60s Eric Ball was 

regarded as the ‘grand old man’ of Army 

music and was a frequent fi gure at many 

events. In 1942 he had become the Staff 

Bandmaster with Bernard Adams as his end-

chair cornettist, and though it was only for a 

short period, his close link with Bernard, Staff 

Bandmaster (1947-1975) was productive in 

terms of new works.

Celebration, a festival or concert march, 

was written for the 75th anniversary of The 

International Staff Band. Its theme tune, We’ll 

keep the old fl ag fl ying, is one of those that 

had the melody topped by a kind of descant, 

in which ideally both lines are simultaneous 

but at the same time both can work alone. 

The composer and I were colleagues at the 

time and I recall some debate as to which line 

was the one. Leslie’s fi nal solution now seems 

inevitable! 

Canadian Folk Song Suite. Morley Calvert 

hailed from Montreal and spent a little time 

in London, during which time he joined the 

ISB on the cornet bench. His suite has the 

fascination of tunes from another land and 

has both tender and exciting moments.

Song of Courage contrasts the decisive test-

piece style of Stand like the brave with the 

smoothly lyrical and haunting melody of his 

own song, A Prayer for Courage. This particular 

song was born out of a wartime experience of 

hearing a radio speaker offer a New Year wish 

for courage. So Eric’s song begins, ‘I pray not 

for happiness’ and draws to a conclusion with 

‘I pray, Lord, for courage’. If I may be permitted 

a personal reminiscence, I was involved with 

a ‘composer’s night’ at which Eric Ball was a 

guest of honour. During the evening I was 

scheduled to improvise at the piano and 

selected A Prayer for Courage, (which I love 

but it took some courage!). It was not too long 

after this that the present work was written 

and I have wondered whether that evening 

performance jogged his memory. This is a 

signifi cant work with a dimension beyond the 

progress of the music.  

My Master’s Will. The majority of Wilfred 

Heaton's 11 published band compositions 

seem to have been composed around the 

middle of the 20th century and the originality 




