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Strike up the band
MEMORIES OF BRASS BANDS IN WEST LOTHIAN

I n 2016 The Living Memory Association, in par-
tnership with West Lothian Council’s Museum and 
Heritage Services, celebrated the tradition of West 

Lothian gala days. As a follow-on, we were delighted 
to receive another eighteen-month National Lottery 
Heritage Fund grant and have been interviewing and 
recording memories at our unit in the Livingston Shop-
ping Centre, as well as at rehearsal evenings and other 
visits, since July 2018. We are grateful to all the indivi-
duals and bands who have helped make this project so 
interesting and successful.

We hope you enjoy this selection of reminiscences 
and stories; they may strike up a memory for you as well!
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records. Most of these records had not been played for 40-50 years, they are springing back into 
life with Thelma FM. 
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The early days of 
brass bands

In the 1840s and 1850s playing in, and listening 
to, brass bands developed as a popular pastime in 
working class communities throughout Britain. In 

part this was in response to, and a result of, industria-
lisation. The increased availability of metals – brass or 
silver – also reflected technological advances in design 
and production, which led to increased manufacture 
and distribution of affordable instruments.

Community/work bands
Brass – or silver – bands were a means of expressing 

the loyalty and identity of growing industrial commu-
nities defined by shared employment and environment, 
often factories or mines. Many bands were funded by a 
compulsory monetary donation from the community – a 
penny or so – which provided the means for bands to 
purchase, or lease, necessities such as instruments and 
music and, later, uniforms. As band members were not 
able to afford their own instruments, they borrowed 
them from the band.

Although community based, the bands were also 
supported by industries and local businesses: parading 
around the towns and villages emphasised the connec-
tion with the community. This assistance was particu-
larly relevant in coal-mining areas where miners were 
encouraged to improve their breathing and lung capa-
city by playing a brass instrument; working in mines 
contributed to many lung and respiratory diseases. Such 
was the influence of bands they could request changes 
in shifts for miners in order that they did not miss 
practices.

Communities associated with other heavy indus-
tries, such as shipyards and steel work, also had their 
own brass bands. However, many did not survive the 
changes in communities and employment that marked 
the decline of heavy manufacturing in the late twentieth 
century. Those which did continue often amalgamated 
or changed focus: fewer bands; more silver bands than 
brass bands; miners’ bands or welfare bands became 
public ones; or sponsored by unions or companies. Some 
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successful bands have been sponsored by unions and, in 
more recent years, by some big national businesses.

Brass bands can play anywhere, not only inside a 
hall. Marching and outdoor functions – even in the rain 
– have been an important part of brass band perfor-
mance since their early years.  As bands had their origins 
in local communities, playing at community gatherings 
such as Gala days continues to be an essential part of 
the yearly calendar.

Membership: players and conductors
Most members of brass bands are non-professional 

musicians, although some do go on to become profes-
sional after their apprenticeship/training in bands. 
Youth bands are also popular, often associated with 
senior bands and offering opportunities for training and 
practice, and providing a source of new members for the 
senior band.

Even in the early years, bands appointed conduc-
tors and musical directors who received some financial 
remuneration. Today most bands employ professional 
conductors or directors of music, and the most compe-
titive ones invite world-renowned conductors to assist 
in competitions. Band members are required to join 
Scottish Brass Band Association [SBBA], having dropped 
the word Amateur, in order to play at competitions. 
Membership of a band and SBBA, meant that indivi-
dual members had to maintain an acceptable level of 
commitment and behaviour – if rules were breached, 
attendance at practice fell, or players were reported for 
drunkenness or misconduct, then they would be disci-
plined, even to the point of being asked to return their 
instrument. Conductors and directors could also face 
disciplinary proceedings if their behaviour or standard 
was not up to scratch.

Competitions
By the late 1850s community identity, and rivalry, 

was intensified with the introduction of competitions, 
offering cash prizes as a reward and incentive. The 
first British Open Brass Band Championship was held 
in Manchester in 1853. The event attracted a crowd of 
over 16,000 and was held yearly until 1981. Brass bands 
are still highly competitive: they are organized into 
five sections – Championship section, 1st section, 2nd 
section, 3rd section and 4th section. Competitions are 
held throughout the year at local, regional, and national 
levels, and at the end of each year there are promotions 

and relegations. Members often point out the simila-
rities between football teams and leagues and brass 
bands!

At a national level the main contest is the Besson 
National Brass Band Championship, which determines 
a band’s section. There are eight regions in the UK: 
London and Southern Counties, Midlands, North of 
England, North West, Scotland, Wales, West of England, 
and Yorkshire. Bands compete in the Spring at a regional 
contest for their section, and the top two or three in 
each section go on to the National Finals in the Autumn. 
Bands are awarded points which are added to the pre-
vious two years to give a three-year total. Those with the 
best total are promoted, and the lowest are relegated.

Instruments
The range and number of instruments has increased 

since the earliest bands. Today’s bands have cornets, 
flugelhorns, tenor horns, baritone horns, trombones, 
euphoniums, B flat and E flat basses or tubas. Apart 
from the trombone, all the brass instruments have 
conical bores, which widen in proportion to their length. 
The variety of percussion instruments also increased 
in the latter part of the twentieth century. Originally 
percussion consisted of a bass drum, and possibly side 
drum, to provide the beat – particularly important when 
bands were parading. Percussion in larger bands can 
now include in any combination: cymbals, glockenspiels 
or xylophones, and tubular bells. ■ 7
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Between 1800 and the present day there were up to 
56 bands based in the West Lothian area; currently 
there are 11 (Source: Holman, G. 2019. Brass 
Bands of Scotland: A Historical Directory).

A rmadale
There were several brass bands based in Arma-
dale during the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, most of which only survived for a short time. 
The original Armadale Brass Band started in 1855 but 
disbanded after ten years or so – perhaps because it was 
a temperance band. A second band formed in 1873 and 
folded around 1903. Armadale Town, or Public, band was 
listed in 1905 and was quite successful in competitions 
but had stopped performing by 1931. The next one star-
ted in 1932 and continued to play until the 1980s. 

Bathgate Brass Band
Bathgate established a brass band c.1842 when 

they were asked to play at a visit to the town by Queen 
Victoria. In the 1890s, with financial support from the 
local community, the name was changed to Bathgate 
Public Band. The band participated at the first Scottish 
championship in 1895 and has continued to perform 
and compete since then.

During the years there have been periods when band 
numbers dropped but it has seen a resurgence in recent 

years. The band plays at several local community events 
and festivals.

Members wear black jackets with maroon lapels 
trimmed with silver.

Bo’ness and Carriden Band
Founded in 1858, it is one of Scotland’s oldest brass 

bands and was a founder member of the Scottish [Ama-
teur] Brass Band Association (S[A]BBA) in 1894.

The band won the first Scottish championship com-
petition held in 1895 at Waverley Market, Edinburgh, 
under officially organised registration rules, and was 
reportedly cheered on by 800 supporters who travelled 
by train from Bo’ness. They were also champions in 1995, 
100 years after their first win.

In 1956 a fire destroyed the rehearsal facility, instru-
ments, music and all the historical artefacts. However, 
the local community raised £3000 and the band was 
able to purchase a new set of instruments and rent 
alternative practice space for a few years. Fundraising 

Brief history of some 
of West Lothian’s 
brass bands
old and new; past and present
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enabled the band to build a new hall which has been 
used for rehearsals since 1971. The band has continued 
to perform both at competitions and concerts.

The current uniform jacket is black with red and 
gold lapels.

Broxburn and Livingston Brass Band
Broxburn & Livingston Brass Brand formed in Octo-

ber 2004 when Broxburn Silver and Livingston Brass 
Band amalgamated.

Broxburn Silver Band was one of Scotland’s oldest 
bands and was founded in 1890 and won the cham-
pionship in 1901 and 1902 and continued to play and 
compete for over 100 years.

Livingston Brass was formed in 1976 and competed 
at their first Scottish Championship in 1979. The joint 
band competes and plays at local gala days and other 
memorial ceremonies.

Members wear black jackets with red lapels or red 
waistcoats.

Fauldhouse Miners’ (Youth) Band
Formed as Fauldhouse Miners’ Youth Band c. 1974 

by Tom Martin and sponsored by the Miners’ Welfare 
Society. Members were aged up to twenty-one. Renamed 
Fauldhouse Miners’, the band rehearsed at the Miners’ 

Broxburn Public Band, c. 1905

Armadale Band, c. 1950s
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BRIEF HISTORY OF SOME OF WEST LOTHIAN’S BRASS BANDS

Welfare Club and played at Gala days and competitions 
up to 1998. The band is now defunct.

The march tune, ‘Fauldhouse Miners’ March’ by Alan 
Fernie, was composed especially for the band.

Newland Concert Band
Newland Concert was formed in 1987 to play 

concerts rather than compete – although it has qualified 
for both Scottish and British Championships. The first 
rehearsal took place in The Old Academy in Bathgate. 
The band play at concerts and local Gala days, festivals, 
charity events, including the Bathgate Procession, which 
started in 1844.

The band has featured on television and played for 
Queen Elizabeth II at Linlithgow.

Members wear black shirts and blue waistcoats and 
the distinctive lyre on their crest symbolises music and 
musical instruments.

Unison Kinneil – Bo’ness
Kinneil (Reed) Band was formed in 1858 and 

consisted entirely of miners or employees at Wilson’s 
Kinneil Iron Works. During the Second World War Kin-
neil played with Bo’ness and Carriden, but this was only 
temporary and in 1954 the band decided to drop reed 
instruments and concentrate on brass ones – forming 
Kinneil Colliery Silver. After Kinneil Colliery closed in 
1983, the band was sponsored by NUPE (National Union 
of Public Employees) and the band changed its name 
to Unison Kinneil in 1993 to highlight the continued 
connection with, and support from, trades unions.

The band has competed in Championship sections, 
as well as other contests and festivals, throughout the 
decades. They have played at Linlithgow’s Riding of the 
Marches since 1859, as well performing at the Bo’ness 
Miners’ Fair and other Gala days.

The band raised money to build their own hall, 
having been granted the land by the duke of Hamilton. 

During the late 1970s the hall was repaired and renova-
ted and continued to be used to store band materials. 
Dramatically, in June 2019, the hall was gutted by a 
fire which started at the Newton Park football pitch 
destroying the band’s records and archives, uniforms, 
instruments and music. However, the band continues 
to practise and play, and is raising funds to repair and 
replace equipment, although many original records and 
artefacts are irreplaceable.

The band uniform is a blue jacket with light blue 
lapels and gold trim.

West Calder Brass Band
Founded in 1866 as a Public Band, the band is based 

in West Calder and is now a non-competing band. 
Currently the band concentrates on concerts and local 
events and Gala days, attracting a popular following 
both in the local community of West Calder, as well as 
the surrounding area.
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The uniform consists of a dark green jacket with 
black lapels, trimmed with gold.

West Lothian Schools’ Brass Band
The band was formed in 1975 to provide opportuni-

ties for young brass players to perform and compete to 
the highest level. The current Scottish Youth Champion 
(Senior Section) has had an impressive list of results. 
Since 1985, it has been National Youth Champion of 
Great Britain 11 times, Scottish Champion numerous 
times, as well as three European titles.

Members wear purple shirts and waistcoats of green 
West Lothian tartan.

Whitburn Band
Formed as Whitburn Town Band in 1870, the band 

performed at many local events, particularly the local 

Gala celebrations in June. By 1948 the name had chan-
ged to Whitburn Miners’ Welfare Band and the band 
competed for the first time. They won their first Scottish 
Championship in 1968 when it was known as Whitburn 
Burgh Band. The band has continued to compete at the 
highest level since the 1970s and have been Scottish 
Champions 20 times.

Currently the band is known as Whitburn Band and 
continues to perform concerts and other public events 
both locally and nationally, including the Edinburgh 
Festival and international rugby matches at Murrayfield.

Band members wear maroon jackets with black 
lapels with gold trim. ■
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In the early years of brass bands, men were encouraged by 
their work colleagues and employers to use their limited 
free time in a healthy and worthwhile fashion; the female 
members of their families were limited to providing catering 
and laundry support. After the 1960s and ‘70s, learning an 
instrument and joining a band became more of a personal 
choice – or a family tradition. Members joined because of 
their family: father, brother, uncle or grandfather – and later 
mothers, aunties and sisters. More than a few were offered 
the chance to try an instrument at school and benefited 
from council-paid lessons. Some people started learning 
from scratch – or restarted – as an adult. For others, being 
in a band was an opportunity to participate in community 
activities or organisations. Playing in a brass band has also 
inspired some people to pursue a career in music.

12

‘I always wanted 
to play...’

‘M y dad taught me the basics and when 
he felt I was ready to play a tune, I went 
along to the junior band at Newland...’ 

Anita Stirling

‘My sister had played for a while before me – she’s 
ten years older – and I always wanted to band with her...’ 
Caroline Farren (née Munro)

‘I actually started playing when I was about four or 
five... Nothing specific, just picked up an instrument and 
started playing it, nobody really taught me or anything 
like that...’ Kenny Crookston

‘We moved over from Fife... and my eldest son was 
keen to play an instrument so he came up here to play...
Graeme, he played E flat bass... he said to me, you have 

a go and try this...I was 42, I couldn’t play an instru-
ment. However I had a go and after a couple of weeks he 
[another member] said he was retiring so you play in my 
place, so that’s how it came about...’ Derek Burns

‘The band started an adult community band and 
I thought I’ll go along if you give me an instrument...’ 
Peter West

‘I was in [Michael] Vidler’s barber shop and he said 
how about coming down, so I went back and that was 
that, I was hooked again...’ Bill Black

‘I got [weekly] lessons at school since primary 5...
my mum saw the band [West Calder] and decided that 
we should join together because she used to play cornet 
when she was little...I was the youngest...’ Erin Douglas

The junior members of the Newland band gave 
various reasons for joining: I like music, I saw an 
advert in the newspaper, my auntie played in the band, 
my mum used to play, I wanted to play in front of an 
audience, I wanted to be more social, it sounded like fun, 
my brother plays and other members of my family play 
in the band.

Similarly, the selection of instrument was some-
times a personal choice, but for others the decision was 
influenced by band numbers or physical size and ability 
or as the result of accidents or injuries...

‘I went to the local primary school [and] got given 
a trumpet when I was seven...I couldn’t get away after 

MEMBERSHIP
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MEMBERSHIP: ‘I ALWAYS WANTED TO PLAY...’

that...[until] I broke my knuckles punching a guy at a 
karate contest....Mr Martin said your finger combina-
tions will never be the same and that’s when I moved to 
trombone...’ Charlie Farren

‘After four or five years I fell off a bike and twisted 
my teeth and they weren’t sure for the cornet. I thought 
my playing days were done... [but] I tried the tenor horn 
and I’ve stuck at that ever since...’ Alex Vidler

‘I moved to the euphonium when I was 15...the 
euphonium player wasn’t very good... and I got asked if 
I wanted to go on to the euphonium and I said yes and 
loved it from that minute...’ Gary Faulds

‘You have to be a member of SBBA…’
Membership of a band is quite a commitment; 

rehearsals for concerts or competitions or marching 
practice for Gala days can involve at least two sessions 
per week. Membership of one particular band over 
another may involve difficult decisions – school or a 
community band, a local band or a more competitive 
one. Once committed to a band, players are required to 
register with SBBA in order to compete.

‘There was good support [from school]… but they 
weren’t keen on you joining [another] brass band... 
they were starting the West Lothian Schools Brass 
Band... and they didn’t like you to be getting taught 
two different styles under two conductors. Tuition for 
the schools band and for West Calder was on Saturday 
mornings... it was easier for me to go to West Calder... so 
I stuck with West Calder.’ Elaine Wilson

‘You have to be a member of SBBA and you have to 
be registered. It’s very much like a football team. If you 
join SBBA, you join a band and you play with them and 
then there’s restrictions on when you can and can’t 
transfer to another band.’ Elaine Wilson

Membership of a band requires certain standards of 
behaviour and responsibilities – if these are ignored or 
abused, then the band can discipline the individual and 
even withdraw membership. It was also expected that 
members would not play in more than one band or join 
another one. Although bands often help each other out 
if they are short in a section by loaning a member for 

an event, moving to another band on a full-time basis is 
frowned upon.

In September 1931 a complaint was lodged against a 
member of the West Calder Public Band who had been 
guilty of a bad breach of conduct whilst in uniform. 
These incidents seemed to occur when the band was 
playing in Gala days or other public events. In ano-
ther case from September 1933, a player who had been 
reprimanded had since deliberately defied the ruling 
and had absented himself from the band without leave 
whilst out on an engagement – perhaps he was other-
wise engaged in the refreshment stall. It was noted in 
the committee minutes that he was to be asked to hand 
in his instrument and uniform as punishment. [West 
Calder Band Minute Book]

‘I was approached by another band... I had the whole 
committee, my father included, in the lounge... trying to 
stop me, but I chose to go.’ David Frame

‘When I was about 14 I was asked to join Unison 
Kinneil Band... after a while I was asked to help out at 
the ‘Co’ [Co-operative Band] on a few concerts and they 
asked me to sign. I didn’t want to at that time as I was 
completing my Highers at school... so I stayed with  
Kinneil a while longer...’ Caroline Farren

Members of bands tended to live in the local town or 
certainly nearby – particularly in the days when bands 
were funded by mines or other local organisations. 
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However, times have changed, and needs must... in order 
to survive, or compete successfully, bands need to recruit 
and retain players, so these residential requirements are 
no longer essential.

‘When I came out of the army I went back down 
the mines... then I met some of the Whitburn guys at a 
contest and they asked where I’d been playing... I arrived 
back in Whitburn and they got me a job... and a house...
[and] eventually my wife and young family moved...’ 
Jimmy Graham

‘I was in the Penicuik Junior Silver Band, then the 
Penicuik Silver Band... and then the Selkirk Band... I 
joined Broxburn Public about 2003... because the bari-
tone player had moved to play with Whitburn, and they 
needed a player to fill her chair... and that was my first 
experience of West Lothian...’ Robert Fraser

‘There was about four or five laddies from a street in 
Whitburn that had only about 22 houses in it; I think 
half the band came from Bank Street...’ Alex Vidler ■
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Most brass bands in West Lothian were originally supported 
by mining companies to foster loyalty, both to employers 
and mine owners, but also to local communities themselves. 
The bands helped encourage a sense of shared civic identity 
and spirit, as well as allowing competition and rivalry between 
towns – and even within towns. This community identity is still 
relevant today.

‘It was a colliery 
band, the miners 
paid for them...’

FUNDS AND FINANCES

‘P eople forget the band in actual fact was a 
public brass band because the mines and 
that sort of thing used to [contribute] and 

bought the ambulance and all this type of things...’ 
Derek Burns

‘... Jim Farrow, he was a blacksmith in the local 
workshops. That’s where most of us came from, we were 
all involved in the coal pit. It was a colliery band, the 
miners paid for them...’ Bill Black

Some towns and communities were big enough to 
have had  more than one band in existence at a time, 
perhaps linked to different religious affiliation or 
employment.

‘There were two bands in the town [Broxburn] and 
both functioning with full capacity and junior bands too. 
There were lots of events and lots of support from the 
community. Similarly at Kinneil: two bands in the town 
of Bo’ness...’ Caroline Farren

Most of these early bands did not survive and those 
which did often amalgamated or changed name to 

reflect changes in sponsorship, support or type of ins-
truments played: welfare or public, employers to trades 
unions, reed or wind bands, silver or brass instruments. 
Livingston Silver and Broxburn Public joined to form 
Broxburn Livingston Band as recently as 2004. Kinneil 
Colliery Band was renamed Unison Kinneil Band in 
1993.

‘It was Broxburn Silver. It was Broxburn Catholic, 
then they changed it to Silver...’ Bill Black

‘I played with Broxburn, it was the old Broxburn 
Public Band...’ Charlie Farren

Whitburn Band in particular has changed its 
name on several occasions, to reflect changing spo-
norship. Whitburn Burgh, Whitburn Public, Whitburn 
Miners’ Welfare, Murray International, Keptson Q-Fab 
(Whitburn Junior Band), David A Hall Whitburn Band, 
and Exchange Communications Whitburn Band, but the 
association with mining was particularly significant.

‘I started in what was then called Whitburn Miners’ 
Welfare Band...’ Alex Vidler
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In the early 1920s miners contributed 1d (penny) a 
week to support their local band, but in the later years of 
the decade there was widespead financial worry, a crisis 
in coal and shale production and increasing unem-
ployment. The West Calder Public Band noted in their 
minute book that the band introduced fund-raising 
events such as sale of works, prizes and jumble sales – 
most of which were organised by the female relatives 
of band members. The band also held benefit concerts, 
as well as extending the weekly contribution to include 
Co-operative employees.

As bands were an important part of their commu-
nity, and participated in burgh or town events and 

ceremonies, support came from other local concerns, 
organisations and members of the community. Indeed, 
committees stressed the need for bands to be seen and 
heard around their towns more often so residents and 
other businesses would be encouraged to help out with 
extra financial contributions.

‘Owing to industrial depression, the playing strength 
of the band was not quite up to last year’s standard, and 
it behoved the members who were still with us, and the 
learners who had come in recently, to attend practice 
regularly and build up a good combination. Personally, 
he [conductor] would like to hear the band more often in 
the streets, as the public had most generously supported 

17
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FUNDS AND FINANCES: ‘IT WAS A COLLIERY BAND, THE MINERS PAID FOR THEM...’

them in the past and it was but fair that they should 
have the benefit of such support…’ [May, 1928, West 
Calder Minute Book]

Although the mining industry declined hugely in 
the latter years of the twentieth century, the industry’s 
association with, and support of, local bands continued 
up to the devastating strikes of the 1980s.  

‘We [Fauldhouse Miners’ Youth Band] approached 
the local miners’ welfare society who became our spon-
sors… we started off doing concerts in local churches, 
doing concerts in the miners’ welfare club…I mean there 
used to be 26, believe it or not, around about Fauld-
house…we started off in the early ’70s so it was long 
before the miners’ strike [and] the mining community 
was still thriving at that time…we dropped the Youth 
around the early ’90s and just became Fauldhouse 
Miners’ Band.’ David Frame

‘We got subscriptions from the local pits and that 
went on until the pits started to close and the money 
went down and the players left and unfortunately 
Dykehead collapsed as a band.’  Jim Martin

If bands survived and became successful they 
required an increasing and regular amount of cash flow 
in order to purchase instruments and uniforms, pay for 
practice facilities, and transport to competitions. With 

sponsorship and financial support from business decli-
ning, participation in public events was the main way 
for bands to generate much-needed funds. At the same 
time as supporting their own particular town or com-
munity, bands play at Gala days and parades elsewhere 
for which they receive monetary payment.

‘We lead the parade just about every year; [but] 
sometimes we were at the back because they didn’t 
want us to be shown favouritism...we played at all the 
local Gala days: Stoneyburn, Bathgate, Shotts, all round 
we played. It was good source of income...’ David Frame

Concerts and competitions also help raise money, 
although for some special events some bands have 
managed to obtain grants from different bodies such as 
the council.

‘The Gala day season is one of our biggest contribu-
ting factors for our finances, but for our 150th we were 
very fortunate we were able to get... three grants. I think 
two of them were council grants, different areas within 
the council... we don’t normally get such good grants but 
it was because we were celebrating 150 years...’  
Victoria Robb

‘I got to go to Australia with the West Lothian  
Schools Brass Band... I know the council forked out 
money for it but we did do a lot of fundraising and we 
got to play in the Sydney Opera House...’ Mark Boyd

Band halls
Rehearsals and practising are crucial to bands 

whether they be concert bands or competition ones, so 
access to a hall and storage facilities is important for 
space to practise and rehearse but also to store instru-
ments, particularly percussion, and other band-related 
materials such as music, band records and minutes, 
uniforms and other paraphernalia.

‘The kids in the band formed a committee [and]…
the local Miners’ Welfare Society…gave us rehearsal 
facilities…the Miners’ Welfare chipped in obviously [and] 
there were the odd grants here and there coming around 
that the committee applied for…’ David Frame
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‘We did have a band hall and that used to be down 
in Kirkgate...the band moved and they were always pro-
mised that they would have accommodation...we were 
in the old High School...then to Dixon Steet and then 
from there we moved to the community centre...then 
went across to the Co-op bakery building and then we 
came back to the community centre...’ Elaine Wilson

The band hall was a Nissen hut...behind the Miners’ 
Welfare Hall...’ Alex Vidler

‘Now the church, the West Kirk, when we lost our 
old band premises, allowed us to play in the old church 
hall. Then when they demolished that... they allowed us 
to play in what had been the old house but a lot of stuff 
had been stored  there. So we decided to do it up. We 
stripped it out and [decided] to decorate it...’  
Derek Burns

An example of how bands are still an important part 
of their local community was seen just last year when 
the hall used by Unison Kinneil Band suffered severe 
damage after a fire. The band lost their music library, 
instruments and 160 years of band history. However, 
with support from locals, individuals and other bands, 
the band has continued to practise after being given 
space at the Newhouse Business  Park in Grangemouth 
and are still able to perform a full calendar of commit-
ments and events. ■
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Whitburn Brass Band sign sponsored by Kepston 
Q-Fab, 1995

Celebrating new tubas, West Calder Brass Band, 
150th Anniversary Concert, 2016
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The community aspect of bands is very important for 
members, their families and the surrounding communities. 
Being in a band has often been described as being part of 
another or larger family and a way to share experiences 
with people of all ages.
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‘The village and 
the band were one 
together...’

T he members of the Newland Junior Band had 
some lovely thoughts about the wider aspects of 
being in a community: ‘You meet new people.’ 

‘You meet people from different schools.’ ‘I  wanted to 
be more social.’ They also like playing for an audience 
on different occasions and settings such as: Christmas 
concerts, the Bathgate Procession and in care homes but 
most importantly  ‘I like to be involved in the commu-
nity.’

Band members can be all ages and this helps create 
a sense of community and intergenerational commu-
nication. Equally,  participating in local events helps 
maintain a supportive relationship and a link with the 
past.

‘I was playing in the section with an older man, 
Bobby, and he played euphonium and I thought he...
must have been about 60 and we were just playing in a 
section like that and it was a right mix... for us because 
as young people you were encouraged to socialise and 
speak and be part of the community...’ Katrina Marzella

‘The social aspect of the band is very important...the 
village and the band were one together.’ Derek Burns

‘It’s a very social band and a good way to perform 
music when everyone’s relaxed about it... the mindset 
of the members is to serve the community... to play the 

COMMUNITY

Newland Concert Brass poster, 2014



Gala days, play local concerts, help other organisations...
there are certain times of the year that the community 
likes to hear a brass band, especially Christmas... [but 
about] a year ago there was the anniversary of the Burn 
Grange mining disaster in West Calder... it was attended 
by very many local people... and we played a lot and felt 
part of that...’ Ben Farron

‘You find people are supportive. They’ll talk about 
the burgh band... they will all come out on Gala day 
and I think that’s the same in Bathgate or Broxburn 
or Whitburn... I do like doing concerts in Whitburn...’ 
John Fraser

Being in a band is not only practising and sociali-
sing; playing at Gala days and fund raising concerts are 
key dates in the yearly calendar. 

‘We do Forth Gala day, we do our own Gala day 
which is very important to the town and we do Bathgate 
Gala day. This year we’ve got a new one Knightsridge in 
Livingston, they are starting up a new Gala day after so 
many years... every Saturday in June we’re out doing a 
Gala day for the communities...’ John Fraser

‘Gala days were always good... the atmosphere... 
because it’s really warm, or even if it’s raining, we’re all 
really upbeat and positive...’ Anita Stirling

‘The Gala day is always a big event... we play the 
same music every year because it’s traditional... maybe 
not the marching beforehand carrying a tuba but by the 
time you get to the seating bit at the park, the hard work 
is done...’ Robert Fraser
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Newland Concert Brass playing at Armadale Gala Day



COMMUNITY: ‘THE VILLAGE AND THE BAND WERE ONE TOGETHER...’

The marching and playing are only part of any Gala 
day festivity. Refreshments are provided and banders 
can participate in competitive races if they are so incli-
ned.

‘I can remember that one of the highlights was 
a bandsman’s race. You would actually have to run 
with your instrument... on some Gala days you would 
run with your instrument and they had to stagger you 
because obviously the instruments are all different sizes, 
and you would also maybe run at the same time against 
the Pipe Band because the Pipe Band would have been 
there as well.’ Elaine Wilson

Although bands do get paid for doing local Gala days, 
the members enjoy being involved... even if the mar-
ching aspect is not always the most pleasurable part. 
Marching involves a lot of co-ordination, not just musi-
cal ability, and practice. Equally in Scotland the weather 
may not always be sunny – even in summer – so playing 
and marching in the rain is a common occurrence 
during the Gala day season. The type of music played at 
these events needs to be in 4/4, 2/4 or 6/8 time signa-

ture in order to facilitate marching speed and there are 
about a dozen or so march tunes that are used regularly, 
‘Slaidburn’ being one of the most popular.

‘The Gala days were always a long day because we 
used to do the march... most people associate bands with 
traditional marching... going round and visiting all the 
streets that you can in a village and ending up in the 
park... have your lunch then play an afternoon piece...’ 
Elaine Wilson

Monetary support and other aspects of involvement 
with communities are important, but playing at, and 
being part of, local events are also key both for towns 
and also the band members themselves.

‘The concerts are good because we have a good 
atmosphere... we have a good turnout, everyone’s there 
to support the band. The band want to perform to the 
best of their ability...’ Sharon Campbell

‘We played a lot of concerts in the Miners’ Welfare 
Club because they’ve got a massive hall... the locals were 
brilliant. I don’t think there was anybody in the band 
whose mother or father or aunt or uncle didn’t come to 
a concert... probably 200 or 300 people packed in just 
about every concert we did.’ David Frame

‘When we went to an Armed Forces Day in West 
Calder, and we got soup and we had this whole big thing 
after when we were all chatting to each other and it was 
really fun...’ Erin Douglas 

‘We are greatly supported by the community in West 
Calder which is something in itself... quite often we’ll 
go out and do community things free of charge... makes 
a huge difference... if they are supporting us and paying 
money for the concerts, we’d rather come out... and give 
them a bit of support back... just give a little bit back to 
the folk that [have] supported us...’ Victoria Robb ■

‘We are greatly 
supported by 
the community.’
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Bathgate Band at Bathgate Procession

Unison Kinneil Band at Boness Fair, 2008 Gala day tea ticket for band member
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The tradition of brass bands in Britain is a relatively new 
concept within the musical world, only about 150 years 
old. This is because of the specific instrumentation in the 
ensemble; wind and reed bands came before the ‘brass 
band’. In 1851, the Great Exhibition of world cultures and 
innovations at the Crystal Palace in London, displayed 
brand new piston valve brass instruments, designed by the 
Belgian musician and inventor Adolphe Sax. Combined 
with the British Industrial Revolution, brass instruments 
were produced in larger numbers and at lower cost. Of all 
musical instrument families, brass was by far the cheapest to 
produce.

‘I was given a 
trombone because 
I was tall...’

T he hobby of playing a brass instrument was 
popular as it was relatively easy to master the 
basics. No finger positions, no double lines of 

music to read, just blow down a wound-up length of 
tubing and you make a sound. Brass instruments were 
also suitable for labouring working class men; after a 
hard day’s work in the pit or factory, labourers’ fingers 
would often be cut, calloused and swollen. The chunky 
valves of a brass instrument would be easy to push, 
much easier than a delicate woodwind key.

Brass playing also involves intense use of the respi-
ratory system; playing a brass instrument was said to 
aid Pneumoconiosis, a disease caused by miner’s lungs 
filling with soot.

Brass instruments come in different shapes and 
sizes, with the cornet being the smallest and the B flat 

bass the largest. According to popular belief, instru-
ment selection is decided by a person’s size and stature. 
Because of its long slide, the trombone is not always 
accessible for smaller beginners! 

‘I had a shot of a couple of instruments. Everyone 
wanted to play a cornet because it was the smallest but 
I ended up on trombone. I was one of the biggest built 
guys in the class. I had long arms…’ David Frame

‘I said [to my brass instructor] that I wanted to play 
the trombone, I think I was attracted by the slide. I was 
tiny as a kid so she said why don’t you play the baritone 
and when I was a big girl I could go on to play the trom-
bone.’ Katrina Marzella

‘I was offered musical instruction and I was allo-
cated a brass instrument. It was the trombone to start 
with but I didn’t have long enough arms.’ Elaine Wilson

‘I was given a trombone because I was very tall back 
in those days so I’ve been stuck with the trombone ever 
since. I had the longest arms!’ Fiona Drury

For others the process wasn’t so much what they 
wanted to play, but what was needed in the band at the 
time.

‘I really wanted to learn trombone but Jimmy Gill 
got in in front of me so there was only E flat bass left.’ 
Peter West

‘The band required a second horn player and I was 
encouraged to go forward and try the horn, so I moved 

INSTRUMENTS
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on to tenor horn in preparation for the Scottish Cham-
pionships in 1971.’ Robert Doherty

‘The band proposed that I move up on to repiano 
cornet, but the guy sitting beside me said: Why is he 
getting the job I’m just as good as he is? So the band 
asked the two of us to enter the next solo contest which 
was the East of Scotland regional contest and… whoe-
ver beats the other one gets to sit on repiano cornet. 
Fortunately for me, when the other player played, he 
only managed to get through half a page and I think 
with nerves, he just walked off the stage, so I knew fine 
that all I had to do was get to the end of my piece and I’d 
get the job. So the next week, I got the repiano chair.’ Jim 
Fergusson

A person’s stature was important in deciding the 
instrument, but a more significant factor was the size 
of lips. Someone with larger, fleshier lips is suited to an 
instrument with a larger mouthpiece as there would be 
more lip mass inside the mouthpiece (of course there 
are always exceptions!),  to give you an idea – a cornet 
mouthpiece has a cup diameter similar to that of a male 

wedding ring. If the ring doesn’t sit comfortably on your 
philtrum ridges (the tallest part of your upper lip), you 
would have to try a bigger instrument.

‘I didn’t pass the test, I couldn’t get the buzzing in 
the mouthpiece that the instructor was looking for but 
I said to him that I really wanted to do it so he let me 
take the mouthpiece home over the weekend and I tried 
again on Monday and I got in as it were, on the second 
attempt and I got a cornet.’ Robert Fraser

‘The first week I was in I got a cornet and then the 
next week obviously [the conductor] decided maybe that 
wasn’t the best instrument.’ Jim Martin

‘I played the flugel horn for six months at school but 
he [the brass instructor] told me my lips were too fat to 
play the flugel horn so he moved me onto trombone.’ 
Mark Boyd

There are numerous international instrument 
makers. In Britain, the most popular brass band instru-
ment manufacturers are Besson and Yamaha, followed 
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INSTRUMENTS: ‘I WAS GIVEN A TROMBONE BECAUSE I WAS TALL...’

by Geneva and Sterling. Makers will often use bands or 
exceptional individuals to endorse their brand. Some-
times, instruments are offered as prizes in competitions 
such as the National Finals.

A brass instrument is very easy to maintain, clean 
and repair. Fifty years ago, bands didn’t have to rely on 
an instrument repairer as, more often than not, there 
would be a metalworker or a plumber in the band who 
could fix it! Bobby Hendry described his first experience 
of receiving a brass instrument at the Whitburn Band:

‘I started on trombone. The bell was bent forward 
and if you had straightened it out it would have come 
away, so the way it was worded to me was: your father is 
an engineer, he’ll fix that, and that will be your instru-
ment!’

Modern-day brass bands have a standard range of 
instruments, but they didn’t always feature all of the 
available instruments. Up to the 1960s/70s the bass 
trombone was sometimes pitched in the key of G and 
boasted a handle on the holding end of the slide to reach 
the lower positions.

‘I played the G trombone, that’s the one with the 
handle on the slide to reach the low notes.’ Jim Martin

There are other obvious brass instruments which 
do not feature in brass bands, particularly the trumpet 
and French horn. There are a few reasons for this. The 
French horn is the most expensive brass instrument to 

produce. It is also the most challenging brass instru-
ment to play as it has a greater note range than other 
brass instruments. Trumpets are not included in brass 
bands because, although they are cousins of the cornet, 
similar in looks and pitch, they have a different parent! 
The trumpet is from the trumpet family and the cornet 
is part of the Sax horn family. Put simply, the French 
horn and the trumpet have thicker plating and different 
bore sizes compared with Sax horns.

‘I went off trombone and moved on to baritone 
and then euphonium and stayed on euphonium for 
two years, joined the senior band on euphonium…no 
I actually started on 2nd Baritone! Then I moved on 
to euphonium and then on to E flat Bass from there. I 
preferred euphonium, I sort of wanted the glory of it. I 
know the baritone has now got its own sort of repertoire 
and pioneers and all the rest of it, but at that time it was 
very much in the background. And then the decision to 
go on to E flat Bass was purely because I wanted to go 
to college and I really couldn’t study euphonium then.’ 
Andrew Duncan
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‘I bought my own instrument and brought it up to 
West Calder as well, that’s my instrument, I play here. 
That instrument is my baby.’ Gary Faulds

Although a brass band features predominantly brass 
instruments, brass is not the only family of instruments 
involved. The percussion section is positioned at the 
back but has an important role. A modern percussion 
section may contain two to five players, with a wide 
variation of drums, cymbals and tuned percussion. The 
percussion section is a newish addition to the brass 
band, only being expanded in the 1970s/80s. Prior to this 
it was a simple selection of drums – bass drum, snare 
drum – and cymbals. The inclusion of a triangle in a 
piece of music was exotic! In Dennis Wright’s 1953 book 
Scoring for Brass Band he noted: ‘The percussion outfit 
of the average band consists of bass drum, side drum, 
cymbals and, for concert work, but not on the march, 
triangle.’ He advised: ‘it should be used sparingly.’

A triangle outside is too delicate to be heard over a 
band whilst marching. The percussion section can be 
the butt of jokes in a brass band, often being referred to 
as ‘shed builders’ due to the substantial hitting and clat-
tering, but, of course, this is all light-hearted humour! 
In fact, modern brass band repertoire challenges the 
percussion section just as much as the brass players.

‘When I was in first year at school, they had an 
assembly with the concert band and they said if anyone 
fancied learning a wind or percussion instrument to 
stay behind at the end. I stayed behind at the end but I 
actually always wanted to play trumpet or trombone; I 
didn’t pass the brass test in primary school, so I wrote 
down clarinet but then I also failed the woodwind test 
as I couldn’t get a noise, so they said: why don’t you just 
do percussion instead? I did that and it was actually ok…’ 
Daniel Fairly

‘We like playing anything that has plenty to keep us 
busy. Test Pieces like ‘Fraternity’ by Thierry Deleruyelle, 
‘Torchbearer’ by Peter Graham or ‘Time for Outrage’ by 
Paul McGhee. That’s three recent ones. ‘The Legend of 
King Arthur’ by Peter Meechan was also good, with the 
need to make a lions’ ROAR noise. That was fun. It’s no 
fun having nothing to play!’ Heather McMillan ■
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One the most distinctive features of a brass band is the 
uniform worn when out on public duty or playing at a contest. 
Traditionally, British Brass Band uniforms are military in style 
and often feature the town or company colours. For example 
the Whitburn and Bathgate blazers are maroon to reflect the 
town colour. Commonly a band or town crest is displayed on 
the left breast. 

‘My mother had 
to buy me a suit...’

U niforms have evolved over the decades to make 
them more contemporary and comfortable to 
wear, especially on stage where temperatures 

can soar. The traditional concert/stage jacket features 
one block colour with cuffs and gold or silver trimmings 
and epaulettes. A white shirt, black bow-tie, black 
trousers, black socks and black dress shoes complete 
the line up. When bands mingle at competitions, it can 
sometimes be difficult to spot the differences between 
the many shades of black and flashes of gold and silver 
so bands do try to choose a uniform that will stand out 
from the rest. In the 1920s the average cost of a full set 
of band jackets cost around £130, which today is about 
£8000, so jackets are shared out between the players 
and may not always be a good fit.

‘The band in those days couldn’t even afford a 
uniform so my mother had to buy me a suit to play in 
the band to look half decent going on the stage and what 
have you...’ Alex Vidler

‘It [West Calder band uniform] was definitely green, 
it was probably a little bit fousty! To be honest, even at 
Black Dyke, they had a uniform that was too big for [me] 
a while, it seems to be the thing that’s done. Then once 

I’d been in the band for about a year they thought she’s 
obviously sticking around so we’ll get one that fits her...!’ 
Katrina Marzella

Throughout the twentieth century, up to the 1960s, 
brass band uniforms featured a tunic style jacket usually 
buttoning up to the top of the chest bone. This look was 
complimented with a peaked-cap hat to match. It was 
not uncommon for bands to have matching trousers, 
with the band colour featuring as a stripe down the 
outside leg. Uniforms were all made in Britain and as a 
result were a heavy cotton-twill which was incredibly 
hot, restricting and uncomfortable. 

‘My first uniform was BIG! It was a blazer-type tunic: 
blue with grey down the side. That was probably the 
second ever uniform that Kinneil brass band ever had, 
the first one was more of a regimental tunic...’  
Willie Gardiner

Band uniforms were not always the most glamorous 
side of a band! Uniforms were often soaked from being 
worn at wet Gala days and then left to dry in an air tight 
band hall, meaning they often smelled of damp. 

UNIFORMS

28



29

Unison Kinneil crest

Bathgate band banner

Whitburn Band in front of the Usher Hall



UNIFORMS: ‘I REMEMBER THEY HAD A BADGER ON THEIR LOGO...’

‘Well they gradually deteriorated and that’s why we 
bought a complete new set for everybody...’ Derek Burns

By the 1970s bands started to experiment with 
uniforms, breaking away from the traditional military 
look in search of a modern image. This was possibly to 
eliminate the stereotype of a traditional British brass 
band. In Britain, the Grimethorpe Colliery Band led the 
way with their black suits with pink shirts and purple 
bow ties – quite an interesting look! In Scotland, the 
Whitburn band sported an all-maroon jacket with black 
lapels, and the Kinneil Colliery Band decided on a blue 
jacket with grey lapels. In some cases, amalgamated 
bands had to feature colours or badges from both, for 
example the Broxburn and Livingston band.

‘I remember they had a badger on their logo...’ 
Katrina Marzella

These days brass bands have quite a variety of 
uniform designs. Colourful waistcoats and band ties 
are a popular choice due to the lighter weight of the 
material. However, some bands still prefer stage jackets 
for competitions.

‘The jackets we 
wore were black 
with badges on 
them.’

Whitburn Band uniform, 1950s

Brass Band Uniform advert, 1988
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‘The jackets we used usually were black, with all 
these badges on them... [Now] we’ve got a racing green 
type with gold braid. So that’s what we do and we’ve 
also got really good winter jackets because we do a lot of 
playing at Christmas time.’  Elaine Wilson

As well as having the stage jacket, some bands travel 
in a ‘walkout uniform’ which tends to be a plain black 
blazer with the band tie. This keeps the stage uniform 
clean and crease free. Some bands believe that travelling 
to a competition in their stage uniform, or being seen by 
audiences off stage wearing the jacket, is bad etiquette. 
Competitions often offer a deportment prize for the 
best dressed and tidiest band. This encourages bands to 
think about their appearance and stage presence. 

‘We [Broxburn and Livingston Band] had our black 
shirts and our red waistcoats...Just before we went on 
stage at contests, we had our grey trousers and our bla-
zers and our tie...’ Anita Stirling ■

The West Lothian Schools’ Brass Band sport a very 
bright and vibrant uniform of a purple shirt with a 
green, white and purple tartan waistcoat. 

‘So the first ones that we wore [West Lothian 
Schools’ band uniforms] were white shirts and green 
waistcoats with a kind of flattened bow-tie. Half way 
through, they sort of changed it to these massive tartan 
waistcoats. When I first joined we might have had the 
old Lothian colours though, because it was Lothian 
and district which changed to West Lothian. I think I 
was just at the cusp of that so we went in green... West 
Lothian green...’ Katrina Marzella

‘The junior band didn’t have a uniform. The senior 
band at Broxburn Silver had bottle green jackets with 
gold braiding and we had to wear skirts instead of trou-
sers. I can’t remember if that was a rule or just the way it 
was. I do remember as soon as I had the choice to wear 
trousers I did!’ Caroline Farren 

West Lothian Schools’ Brass Band, Hochsaurland, 2002

31



With the demise of traditional and heavy industries, pastimes 
such as brass bands where industrial workers were the 
predominant members also declined. A new approach to 
recruiting players was required. At the same time as an 
increased interest in young people being offered musical 
tuition in schools, bands considered the best way to recruit 
new members would be to set up a junior or youth band. 
These offered bands a fresh, youthful approach and offered 
younger members the opportunity to join the ‘big band’ - if 
they practised hard enough, of course! A junior or youth 
band also offered senior bands some guarantee of surviving, 
if young players continue long enough to become adult 
musicians. 

‘The next generation 
and then the next 
generation…’

T he reaction of a seven or eight-year-old to being 
offered a shiny brass instrument is one of exci-
tement and delight. Junior bands organisations 

provide the instruments and music for young people to 
play as a group. Junior bands are not an alternative to 
brass instrument tuition in schools, as children need 
individual attention when learning a musical instru-
ment; one-to-one instruction about the basics, theory 
and good habits are very important. A band rehearsal 
allows an individual  to be part of a bigger experience; 
many musical parts combine to make a much larger and 
more complex sound jigsaw. 

‘You sometimes get youngsters who want to learn 
to play but they expect instant results. I used to do it 
myself, picking up pieces and doing it from scratch, [but] 
they’ve got to learn if they want to carry on. Teaching 
them scales. It’s getting youngsters past those first few 
hurdles…’ Derek Burns

‘I think it’s important to have a mixture of both. 
There is only so much that you can do within an hour 
with a conductor and 20 players and I think it’s really 
important having that one on one time working on... 
even basic stuff, maybe working on parts that you’re 
struggling with…’ Sharon Campbell

‘It was alright actually, it was quite nice because 
whenever I played something, I was proud of myself that 
I played it and then even prouder because I was younger 
than everybody else…’ Erin Douglas

‘I think the fact that they [his two sons] had been in 
junior brass bands or even Newland Band and exposed 
to a big range of music, by the time they got to secondary 
school they could read music and in brass bands you get 
music thrown at you all the time…’ Peter West

‘My teacher was the conductor, Tom Martin, [who] 
was the conductor of Fauldhouse Miners’ Youth Band. 
Anyone who he taught had to, at some point, had to play 
for Fauldhouse Miners’ Youth Band.’  Mark Boyd

Music aside, performing in a youth band teaches 
children about team work, patience and friendship from 
an early age, with many adult brass band musicians 
remaining friends with people who they have known 
since their junior band days. 

West Lothian Junior Bands.
All the current bands in West Lothian now have a 

youth set-up. The band is often a separate body from its 
senior band but still under the umbrella organisation. 
It is usually run by volunteers such as parents, senior 
band members, friends, or conductors. The constitutions 

JUNIOR BANDS
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of youth bands mean they have their own committees 
rather than being run by the senior bands. It also helps 
band finances to keep them separate since junior bands 
are allowed to apply for youth initiative grants. 

‘It wasn’t until I went to secondary that the Kinneil 
band were looking for junior band members and I lived 
two minutes from the band hall so it just seemed natu-
ral to go to Kinneil Band. There was quite a crowd of us, 
I think that was a relatively new thing as they realised 
they hadn’t been investing in their youth for quite some 
time, there was so many kids learning brass in Bo’ness 
at the time, they just decided to start up a junior band…’ 
Fiona Drury

West Lothian Schools’ Brass Band
The West Lothian Schools’ Brass Band was set up in 

January 1974 by Robert Weir, Bob Spowart, Tom Martin 

and Jim McCafferty and gave young brass musicians 
from schools throughout West Lothian the chance to 
perform music together. It also gave them the chance to 
meet other brass musicians from the area, sometimes 
forming lifetime friendships. They played their first ever 
concert in June 1975. 

The West Lothian Schools’ Brass Band has been a 
successful organisation on all fronts. The standard of 
musicianship with the band has always been incre-
dibly high, with the bars being set by their long-term 
and influential conductors: Robert Weir, Bob Spowart, 
Tom Martin, Jim McCafferty in the early years, followed 
by Nigel Boddice and now Anne Crookston. The band 
has also always had a great infrastructure, with brass 
instructors in schools feeding players to the band every 
year. 

Newland Junior Band with Pamela Gill
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JUNIOR BANDS: ‘THE NEXT GENERATION AND THEN THE NEXT GENERATION…’

Nigel Boddice conducted the band for three decades 
and led them to win the Scottish Youth Championships, 
the British Youth Championships and compete at Euro-
pean Youth level. Such success means the band  have 
produced some of the best brass musicians in Britain.

‘It was a fantastic set-up. Nigel Boddice was the 
conductor, we had Katrina Marzella, Caroline Munro 
[Farren], there was Robert and Graham [Fraser] and 
Stewart Brynes. We had a fantastic amount of talented 
young players and they won the British Championships 
a couple of times in that era as well.’ John Fraser

‘Playing with the West Lothian Schools’ Band was 
great! It was tough at the start as I felt like I didn’t know 
very much and everyone else was like a superstar player. 
Everyone got on really well and all the gigs we did were 
pretty big. It was really fun being a young teenager and 
getting to do all that stuff.’ Daniel Fairly

‘To me it is absolutely no coincidence that the West 
Lothian Schools’ Brass Band was a European Champion 
Band at that point because every kid, from whatever 
walk of life or background, all got the chance at an ins-
trument and we all got lessons.’ Katrina Marzella

‘I joined the County Band [West Lothian Schools’ 
Band] when I was 11, because we went to Australia in 
1995. I went on that trip … when I was a kid. Goodness 
knows how my parents managed to get me across to the 
other side of the world but I did it! Actually it has pro-
bably encouraged my love for travelling. What can I say 
about the county band? Like I said, that was probably 
one of my main musical influences and that foundation, 
having that foundation from that band, was incredible 
really. I couldn’t have done any of it, but for what I had 
experienced in the county band because Nigel Boddice, 
having him train me week in week out, was such an 
amazing experience, talking about sound and playing 
correctly. I think looking back at it now, I just sat back 
and took it all in…’ Katrina Marzella

‘I watched my sister playing with the West Lothian 
Schools’ Band and Angela Whelan was playing all these 
solos and that inspired me lots. My mum and dad used 
to drive me to rehearsals five nights a week sometimes 
when I was younger! Two nights a week for regular band, 
then a West Lothian Schools rehearsal at least once a 
week, sometimes twice.’ Caroline Farren 

In 2014, Mr Boddice retired from the band and paved 
the way for their new conductor, Anne Crookston.
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‘It was a big change conducting the West Lothian 
Schools’ Band because at the time when Nigel left, a lot 
of the well-established senior players took that as their 
cue to leave, so it was almost a new band. We did have 
a few senior players stay on and we did have a good 
number of young players who have since moved into 
senior positions. The thing was, they were a very young 
band, but still able to play at a very high level. Taking the 
band to the European Brass Band Youth Championships 
in Freiburg was a brilliant experience for the pupils. This 
was only the second or third year that they had put the 
European Youth Championships on in this format. They 
had a great experience and it was great for me to go and 
do that too. It also gave the band a chance to see exactly 
where we are within that whole hierarchy of youth 
bands.’ Anne Crookston

Family Tradition 
‘Keeping it in the family’ can definitely be applied 

to the brass band movement. It is very common to have 
generations of families in a band. 

‘We have been going so long that a lot of the same 
families used to come through the band when the vil-
lage [West Calder] was a lot smaller…’ Derek Burns

‘My dad taught me the basics and then when he 
felt I was actually ready to play a tune I went along to 
the Junior Band at Newland. There wasn’t a lot because 
Robert Fraser had just started there so there was like 
four or five cornets at the time, it was very small.’ 
Anita Stirling

‘I hated, hated banding from about age ten to age 18 
and it’s because everyone assumed that I would be the 
same as my brothers and my sister and my dad, and I 
am not! I think my dad is fairly chuffed that I’m back 
banding because it’s obviously one of the things we had 
in common when I was younger.’ Victoria Robb

‘My oldest brother was the first baritone player in 
the band. He played in the band when they first won the 
4th section in London and that was about 1954 I believe, 
and I sort of got the bug from my brother.’ Bobby Hendry

However some people just seem to come across 
brass music purely by chance….

‘My earliest memory of music was playing records 
that my mum and dad had and they were quite eclectic. 
There was some opera and orchestral music. No brass 
bands at that time, there were no brass banders in the 
family before me. My first band was West Calder because 
when I went to secondary school, my teacher was Tom 
Martin and Tom, at that time, was associated with the 
West Calder Band. So I was playing in the West Calder 
Junior Band. I remember going along, and it was a really 
cold school, and just getting some musical theory which 
I found baffling at the time. Bunty McLean taught us 
that on a black board and she was very patient about 
it and she explained what a flat was and a sharp was, 
things that were just confusing in music. It was very 
thorough and it went hand-in-hand with the playing, 
so it was quite progressive and every so often she would 
say: Right I need to take them away... and actually do 
more theory. It was good training!’ Andrew Duncan

‘Well the band used to be along from where I stayed 
in Bathgate and my brother went to that as well so he 
grew up playing in the band… it was just my brother and 
I, no one else in my family.’ Sharon Campbell ■
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It is impossible to write about brass bands and not mention 
competitions. Contests are the lifeblood of the brass band 
movement, with fierce rivalries and large amounts of prize 
money and pride at stake. Band competitions originated 
out of local industry rivalries, with pits and mills supporting 
their band against the others in the local area, and even at a 
regional and national level. 

‘It was like going to 
a football match...’

L ocal Competitions 
West Lothian has played host to numerous brass 
band competitions. Local bands created their 

own competitions as a means of interest, income and 
keeping other bands enthusiastic about their playing 
standards. 

Bands like Whitburn hosted competitions, open 
to bands all over Scotland. Council and local business 
sponsorship fund the hire of the hall and the money 
prizes.

‘The Whitburn contest was always a fun day. Bands 
from around the UK performed an own-choice pro-
gramme. I played there when I first started to play in 

my youth. When I was 20, as a member of the Whitburn 
band, I was the contest controller. I remember that year 
[2004] being a great day with some top notch music 
making...’ Graham Fraser

Bo’ness Fairday competition
In 1997, the Bo’ness Children’s Fair Festival hosted 

a Centenary Brass Band contest, open to all bands in 
Scotland. 

‘Brass Band music has always played a very 
important part in our Fair and therefore when we were 
considering ways to celebrate our centenary it was only 
natural that we decided to stage a brass band contest, 
which was proposed by the late Willie Rodger, who was 
chairman during the 1970s.’ [Extract from the ‘Bo’ness 
Children’s Fair Festival Centenary Brass Band Contest’, 
by David R.S. Brown]

The West Lothian Festival of Brass 
The West Lothian Challenge – later renamed the 

West Lothian Festival of Brass – was set up in 2002 for 
the Queen’s Golden Jubilee year. The aim was to give 
bands and audiences a very different competition expe-
rience. They held the annual competition at the Howden 
Park Centre in Livingston and comprised of two heats 
over two weekends, when three championship section 
bands from all over Scotland would pick an entertaining 
programme lasting half an hour. The winning band out 
of the three from the first weekend would go into the 
final, competing against the winning band from the 
second weekend round. The two winning bands would 
then go head-to-head for the title in the third weekend. 
The competition was also designed to give audiences 
high quality entertainment and kept their attention by 
having a grand final in the third weekend and the award 
of the West Lothian trophy.

COMPETITIONS

Whitburn Contest band listings and results, 1988



Courier clipping Broxburn Band, 1994

Centenary Brass Band Contest Bo’ness front 
cover, 1997

West Lothian trophy

Bathgate trombone quartet with trophies
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COMPETITIONS: ‘IT WAS LIKE GOING TO A FOOTBALL MATCH...’

National Competitions
The Scottish Brass Band Championships take place 

every March. This is the most prestigious competition 
in Scotland where national pride is the overwhelming 
initiative for bands. The competition invites bands from 
the five tiers, or sections, to compete against each other. 
The Scottish Brass Band Association select a central 
location to make it accessible for the majority of bands 
and their supporters. Locations have included Falkirk, 
Motherwell, Glenrothes, and Perth. Bands from each 
section have a set piece of music, so that as many as ten 
bands play the same piece one after the other.

The top two bands in each section move up to the 
section above and also qualify for the National Brass 
Band Championships of Great Britain. 

‘I’ve played at the national finals at the Royal Albert 
Hall in London 13 times now and some of the older 
members of the band might say: Is that all?’ 
Robert Fraser

The Championship section top finishers compete 
in the final at the Royal Albert Hall in London and the 
other sections compete at the Centaur Centre in Chel-

tenham. Other previous locations for the lower section 
nationals have included Birmingham and Harrogate.

‘We [Broxburn Public Band] had a decent band and 
we did well. We worked our way up through the ranks as 
well, we won the first section and went to the Symphony 
Hall in Birmingham for the National Finals, the first 
section finals were there. We played ‘Ballet for Band’ 
and then we got into the championship section and it 
was the best contest performance that the band did. If I 
remember rightly, the piece was ‘Blitz’ by Derek  
Bourgeois...’ Charlie Farren

At publication [2019], the Unison Kinneil band, 
Newland Concert Brass and the Whitburn Band had 
qualified for the National Brass Band Championships 
of Great Britain after finishing in the top two in their 
respective sections at the Scottish Championships. 

‘The band [Unison Kinneil] are fired up for it. Despite 
the band hall fire, it’s business as usual for the band.’ 
Neil McDonald

At the competition, Newland Concert Brass finished 
a very respectable 10th place out of 19 bands and just 
three months after a devastating fire ripped through 
their band hall, destroying hundreds of years of memo-
rabilia, instruments, uniforms and trophies, Unison 
Kenneil Band won their section, claiming the title of 1st 
Section National Champions of Great Britain.

Solo and Ensemble Competitons
West Lothian also hosts  a number of solo and 

ensemble competitions. The Howden Park Centre in 
Livingston is often the venue choice for the Scottish Solo 
and Ensemble Finals, but the regional East Of Scotland 
Brass Band Association also host their competitions 
in West Lothian occasionally. The opportunity for 
band members to play a solo on a stage with a critical 
audience is an attractive, yet intimidating, prospect. 
Rivalry between players from bands is very common and 
even internal rivalries with band members competing 
against fellow band colleagues.

‘He [Charlie Calder] would go and win the East of 
Scotland solos in the days when it was hard to win. 

Kinneil Band, National Finals, 1959 
(backcover photo)



And not just that, it was like going to a football match. 
It was held in Dalkeith in the Woodburn Miners’, and 
they would go there and they were all there supporting 
the Nitten [Newtongrange] boys, and the Dalkeith boys. 
Sometimes you heard the noise in Broxburn, it was 
mental...The quartets would go, there was a big quartet 
contest, Broxburn were the British champions and they 
were beating Black Dyke and GUS and Brighouse and 
bands like that to win it.’ Kenny Crookston

‘I had the opportunity to play some solos with the 
band and there was sort of a group of us who were all as 
keen as each other: Sandy Smith, Marty Wilson, Gordon 
Simpson and myself, we were all sort of daft in the 
band. So we all pushed each other on. There seemed to 
be a solo contest every weekend back then and we were 
basically doing that all the time, practising and going 
in for these things and progressing that way...There was 
a huge amount of competitions. We [Whitburn Band] 
used to go in for virtually everything in Scotland. There 
was the national competitions, we did the British Open 
as well. I think we even did the Europeans when it was 
in Edinburgh. I don’t think we went abroad at that time. 
It was a very busy programme. There were times when 
the band was practising three times a week!’ 
Andrew Duncan

Competitions outside West Lothian
Other competitions worth mentioning include the 

Fife Charities competition, the Northern Counties com-
petition, The Land O’Burns competition, the Scottish 
Borders Contest and the Carnegie Contest. Regional 
Brass Band Associations try to keep as many competi-
tions running as possible to keep bands interested and 
give them competitions to work towards. There is also 
generous prize money on offer to bolster band funds. 

‘We probably wouldn’t have gone for every compe-
tition so we would have gone for the Scottish [Cham-
pionships]. We went to the Edinburgh Charities, we 
would go to the one in Dunfermline. Bands take com-
petitions very seriously and often put on extra practices 
during the weeks leading up to the competition. These 
extra practices put strain on people’s working and 
social lives and it takes a very understanding husband 
or wife to realise the commitment with a band. We 

didn’t do every single one because if that was the case, 
when you’re actually practising for like the Scottish 
championships, you’re practising the one piece for 
about six or seven weeks so it kind of gets a bit boring...’ 
Elaine Wilson ■

Broxburn Silver Band with West Lothian trophy, 
1992

Whitburn Youth Members champions: Robert 
Mill, Sandy Smith, Marty Wilson, Andrew Duncan 
and Gordon Simpson
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One of the most important, if not THE most important, 
musician in a brass band is the conductor. Without a 
conductor, it would be pretty much impossible for 25 
musicians to play as one unit. The role of the conductor 
varies even within musical ensembles. In an orchestra, the 
role of the conductor is to convey expression and musicality 
in the music, but in a brass band, the conductor is much 
more of a technician, beating out the time signatures and 
articulations within the music. Of course, they must also 
convey and encourage expression! 

‘Do you want to be 
a village band or a 
competitive band?’

E very band had their own conductor who would 
lead them in rehearsals as well as concerts 
and competitions. Traditionally the conductor 

would be local and received a fee for conducting, which 
would be paid for by the mines or factories contribu-
ting to the band. These days, bands have a resident 
conductor who rehearses them during the week but, 
when competitions come around, some bands employ a 
professional conductor, who often travels from further 
afield to conduct the band. 

West Lothian has produced conductors of the 
highest quality for many years, with individuals like 
Alex Fleming, Tom Martin, Jim McCafferty, Philip 
McCann, Michael Marzella, Andrew Duncan and Anne 
Crookston to name a few, all showing their artistic flair 
in concerts and leading bands to victory in competi-
tions. 

‘I’ve been the musical director with Whitburn for 
two spells and then Unison Kinneil band. I’ve taken 

Bo’ness to a few things and Broxburn as well… It’s a very 
different process and I think I started doing it because 
I did some arrangements for Whitburn and I came up 
when they were doing Brass in Concert and sort of took 
some rehearsals, so that’s how it kind of led into it. 
Kinneil were also a very tight-knit band. They were well 
organised and, at that time, flying high in the Cham-
pionship section and they were open to new music.’  
Andrew Duncan

‘The Fauldhouse Miners’ band gave me my first 
conducting experience…Tom Martin asked me if I 
would take the Fauldhouse Miners’ Welfare Band to a 
competition, it was the Miners’ Contest in Edinburgh. 
In those days there was no conducting lessons, it was 
just watching other conductors. I did have an interest 
in singing and I used to conduct the school choir and 
the school band, so I had had some experience… In later 
years, when I conducted other bands, someone said to 
me when I became a head teacher: you’re a heady during 
the day and a heady at night... Because I was directing 
a school during the day and directing a brass band at 
night.’  Mike Marzella 

‘Right the way through my teaching career I‘ve 
conducted bands and choirs. I started off my West  
Lothian brass band conducting at Newland Concert 
Band in Bathgate, who were at that time a non-contes-
ting band; they were just looking for someone to take 
them once a week for an hour and a half or so, someone 
just to keep them ticking over really… I was at Whitburn 
for three years as a conductor and then I went to Bath-
gate. I have actually gone round a few bands in the area 
just doing odd rehearsals with them...’ Anne Crookston 

CONDUCTORS
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External conductors

Major Peter Parkes
Major Peter Parkes or ‘The Major’ as he was known, 

was a director of music in the British Army and conduc-
ted Whitburn Band between 1978 and 1998. This was a 
most succesful phase for the band, winning the Scottish 
Championships a record eight times in a row, as well as 
finishing second in the European Brass Band Cham-
pionships in 1990. 

‘Those were probably my best years. They were 
really brilliant. Not only did he get the band to play, he 
instilled a will to win and you went on the stage and you 
thought: we can’t be beaten! He just instilled that in you. 
He had the band playing well, it wasn’t kidology, but he 
instilled that will to win and accepted nothing less. He 
said: it’s not the taking part that counts, it’s the winning! 
It’s all about the winning! The Major made the band 
work hard. The rehearsals were always intense. The guy 
was a genius. I would say there were three full years that 
we never lost a competition in Scotland. Not only did 
the Major bring Whitburn out of the doldrums in brass 
banding, he actually brought Scottish banding up. He 
brought them up to a standard and the rest, if you didn’t 
catch up, you were going to be left behind.’ Alex Vidler

‘One of his opening statements was: do you want to 
be a village band or a competitive band? If you want to 
be a competitive band then I’m your man and that was 
it...’ Bobby Hendry

John Kirkwood
John Kirkwood was born in Glasgow and made his 

conducting debut with the Kenneil Colliery Band on the 
13th November 1954 at the Scottish Championships held 
at the Central Halls in Edinburgh. He conducted many 
bands in Scotland, including the Broxburn Band, New-
mains Band and Whitburn Band. However he achieved 
most of his success with the Kenneil Colliery Band, 
winning a total of 16 competitions making him the most 
successful conductor in their history. 

Ernest Woodhouse
Yet another band to employ the services of a success-

ful conductor was the Broxburn Public Band. In 1975, 

they engaged the services of Ernest Woodhouse, who 
conducted the Desford Colliery Band in Leicester. 

‘His preparation was meticulous. Everything was 
under control. I was only 11 years old so it was hard to be 
too insightful. He was quite inspiring though, he was a 
real character. I remember him giving us what seemed 
like a ten-minute talking-to on stage before we played 
‘Journey into Freedom’… I was on third cornet with 
Johnny Boag who had been in the band for something 
like 50 years. He was in tears at the end because he 
thought it was the best they had ever played and the 73-
year wait to win the Scottish again could be at an end…’ 
Kenny Crookston ■
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Playing in, or being involved, with a brass band can be 
both hard work and great fun. However some aspects of 
performance or playing in public may not always go to plan…

‘We played two bars 
and we were off…’

‘W e used to try to do things in the village 
[and] we had one conductor, during the 
summer [who] said instead of playing 

in the band hall tonight… we will go and play round va-
rious parts of the village. So we played here and there for 
five or ten minutes [and] when we were at Parkhead, the 
small triangle under the trees, when we started playing 
every midge in West Calder descended on us. We only 
played about two bars and we were off!’ Derek Burns 

‘When I was doing a march and my music got blown 
off and that just caused chaos because everyone was 
trying to get my music…’ Gary Faulds

‘I hate marching with a passion… because you are 
dodging horse things and I have an irrational fear of 
wasps and they’re attracted to me. On every march I did 
they would come and get me and I am not allowed to 
run [away]… so I don’t do marching…’ Mark Boyd

However, it does help when everyone manages to 
play the same tune at the same time…

‘There’s one player in our band and he’s kind of older 
so he can’t hear as well, and he always gets the number 
wrong and at a concert he was playing the wrong piece 
and we were all playing a different one and he started 
going on at us: You’re playing the wrong tune… It was so 
funny…’ Erin Douglas

A number of the West Lothian bands have appeared 
on television at various times, most recently being fol-
lowed through the competition season, but during the 
1980s Livingston Development Council decided to use 
the Livingston Brass Band in an advert to promote the 
town. The advert was called ‘Make it in Livingston’ but, 
although the band can be heard throughout the backing 
track, their 15 minutes of fame was really only a few 
seconds despite all the hard preparation…

‘The Livingston Development Corporation were 
pushing to bring people in…Bill Smith was conducting 
and the band got asked to play the soundtrack for the 
advert…[it was] ‘Semper Fidelis’ and we had to go the stu-
dios in Edinburgh to do the soundtrack, then Bankton 
House where we recorded our snip…we were there for 
hours and you only see the band for about five seconds…
the funny thing was the band was full of girls who spent 
ages getting their make-up done and their hair done 
and everything …and the only thing you really saw in the 
advert was the three trombones…’ Charlie Farren

On occasions band members can get distracted by 
other attractions, which can lead them to miss their 
cues…

‘One band was on a marching job, I’ll not name the 
band… and the front rows was all trombones and there 
were some young boys in the front row and we went 

EXTRAS AND EPHEMERA
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past an Anne Summers shop and all you heard was the 
bass drum going ‘Boom boom boom boom boom’ and 
the three in the front row kept marching…the rest of the 
band had stopped but they were so intrigued by what 
was on display in the Anne Summers shop they did not 
stop…’ Victoria Robb

For many, playing a brass instrument is their lifelong 
interest and pleasure, right up to the end…

‘My uncle was a great musician and he played in 
Shotts and Dykehead and Whitburn…he passed away 
some time ago and the undertakers wanted his teeth…
nobody could find them, however his neighbour who 

had heard him the night before playing his cornet, told 
his family and friends and my cousin: I know where 
his teeth will be, and there they were, in the box with 
his cornet. I’m so glad he had been playing his cornet 
before… he played right up to the end, bless him…’  
Laura Hunter

The importance of banding to players, their families, 
the support teams, the communities and their  
audiences is explained here by Caroline Farren...

‘It’s given me so much: courage, determinations, 
empathy, compassion, patience, appreciation, expe-
riences, friendship and love…’ ■
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