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49 years young 
Since the last Newsletter the orchestra has given 

three concerts – “Russian Magic” with music by 
Borodin, Prokofiev and Rimsky Korsakov, a fund-
raising concert for the Farmers Overseas Action Group 
with Mozart and Tchaikovsky items and the first of an 
English series featuring Holst, Britten and Vaughan-
Williams. The latter two concerts included violin 
concertos (Mozart’s No. 3 and Britten’s) and the 
orchestra had the privilege of playing with very gifted 
soloists – Benjamin Baker and Fenella Humphreys. The 
next concert on 17th March features another violin 
soloist, Savitri Grier, who will play the ever-popular 
Vaughan-Williams The Lark Ascending in the second of 
the “English Celebration” concerts.  

It is almost 50 years since the orchestra was 
formed and our founder, Douglas Smith, would have 
been astonished at what he has created. The orchestra’s 
breadth of repertoire seems to expand year by year, 
sometimes even to the amazement of the players who 
never thought they would be able to play such 
wonderful and challenging music. And thanks to David 
Curtis’s many contacts in the world of  professional 
musicians we are able to play with some superb soloists. 

Do bring your friends along to one of our 
concerts! 
Michael St. John 
 

Meet the players . . . 
 

Double reed or chemistry? 
 

A little 7 year old boy had just finished singing in the 
Junior Choir and had to go and sit behind the School 
Orchestra made up of the senior boys (with a bit of 
stiffening from staff). One of the music masters was 
playing a bassoon, and the little boy thought it was 
wonderful! The problem was he had even smaller hands 
than he does now, and in the antediluvian times before 
short reach or mini bassoons it was impossible to take 
this any further. So he carried on with his recorder and 
piano lessons for now. 
 But when he was 14 and had grown a bit, the 
ambition was realised and I had my first lesson. My 
teacher was Val Kennedy from the London 
Philharmonic Orchestra - might as well learn from the 
best! More mature readers may remember his father 
Ludwig Koch who came to the UK from Germany to 
avoid the Nazis and did bird impressions on the radio. 

Anyway, I only had limited success with the piano – 
following 2 staves simultaneously is difficult after all – 
and I got nervous in the exams. So with the arrogance of 
youth I told Val that I wanted to learn music and the 
bassoon, but not to do any exams. Amazingly he agreed, 
and said lets get on with it.  This may explain why I still 
find scales and arpeggios difficult! I borrowed the 
school instrument initially which proved to be a French 
system beast so old that it played a semitone sharp 
(really, it wasn’t the player!!). As a German, Val hated 
the thing, but despite this, I made some progress, and 
after a term my father bought a German Heckel system 
but Chinese made instrument for me. Val selected it, so 
it was surprisingly good for its type. 
 By the time I had reached the 6th form I realised 
what a bad choice and what a good choice of instrument 
I had made. By which I mean all those problems with 
reeds and sore embouchures, but with a good reed, I 
was in demand. I won the Wind Prize at School (and the 
singing one, surprisingly) and with his contacts, Val got 
me into Trinity College of Music. However, various 
academic staff at school thought I should study science 
instead, so I had to decide whether to follow heart or 
head, as I guess many do. Rightly or wrongly I chose 
head because I could still play music alongside my other 
activities. Or so I thought – see next paragraph. Despite 
this decision, one of the music masters wrote a solo 
piece for me to play with the school orchestra in my last 
concert. 

 
Peter is on the left 

 So I went to study Chemistry at St Andrews, 
got into the University Orchestra (bassoons are usually 
in demand!), and got voted onto the Music Society 
Committee. In those days St Andrews only had about 
2000 students since a lot of faculties had moved over to 
the new University of Dundee just a few years before. 
So the Committee decided that to get a really good 
standard of orchestra we needed to broaden our base 
and I helped to found the Scottish Universities 
Orchestra under a young Andrew Davis as conductor. 
Fabulous! But then problems! As a chemist I had to 
perform hours of lab work which (of course!) clashed 
with orchestra. As a result I gave up playing for 2 years, 
although like Arnie, swore that I’d be back! 
 As a result of this great sacrifice, I managed to 
graduate, got a job as a management trainee in Leeds 
where I also studied accountancy. And out came the 
bassoon, but it was painful in every way! Despite this, 



 

 

and with encouragement from Alison (by now my wife, 
and a sometime triangle player in CSO concerts), I 
managed to get into the Leeds Symphony Orchestra as 
2nd bassoon (again always a demand for bassoons!). 
This was and still is a good amateur orchestra and it 
helped me to recover my playing, and I eventually 
moved up to playing 1st with them and doing some local 
operas too. 
 After 4 years there, we moved to Cheltenham 
for work, and I had to start all over again. Not knowing 
what to do, I went into the shop Goodmusic which was 
then in the town and asked David Good who kindly 
gave me lots of names and contacts. The Cheltenham 
Sunday Players sounded a bit vague so I approached the 
Cheltenham Philharmonic who had a vacancy for 1st 
bassoon (serendipity…). And there I plied my trade for 
4 years, even playing the solo “Lucy Long” for them in 
one concert. I also did a lot of shows to try to get known 
and there met Ron Nourse, one of the founder members 
of the Sunday Players. He let me know there was 2nd 
bassoon vacancy in the Sunday Players and I jumped at 
the chance. The 1st bassoon in those days (1977) was 
Peter Wesley, who went on to play in the BBC 
Philharmonic Orchestra and the BBC Scottish. What a 
player! But I slowly established myself, and eventually 
went on to play 1st, while the orchestra changed its 
name to the CSO we all know and love. After Peter, my 
bassooning partner for a long time was Mark Sanders, 
stepson of Mark Foster, the conductor. When he moved 
away, Jo Bruce took over, and I think we make a great 
team. When I look around the orchestra, it always 
surprises me that there are only a couple of players who 
have been there all the time with me, although there are 
also a couple who left and then rejoined. The CSO had a 
funding crisis about 25 years ago with the Friends at 
war with the Orchestra. At that time I took over the 
Treasurership of the Friends to solve a problem, and did 
the job for 11 years. I was also in the Orchestra’s 
Committee for that time. 
 I have constantly tried to improve my playing 
(especially scales and arpeggios!) and with the help of 
Val Kennedy bought a new Huller instrument in my 
early days with the CSO. And then in 1990 I was lucky 
enough to inherit some money and so managed to buy 
my current instrument, a wonderful and genuine Heckel. 
Having booked an appointment to see such an 
instrument at music shop Howarths, I travelled all the 
way to London only to find they had “lost” it 
somewhere! But they said that Deirdre Dundas–Grant  
from the BBC Concert Orchestra was selling one and I 
could try that. I knew her slightly as I had had a few 
lessons from her in the past, so I then went to her house 
in Wimbledon and she said she didn’t know she was in 
the market! But I could have a look at her spare one 
anyway. This was in a suitcase under her bed, had bent 
keys and was completely unplayable. Anyway, I took it 
to Andrew Barnell of the City of Birmingham SO who 
said it was a great instrument and should be in the 

profession.  So I bought it and had it completely 
reconditioned. I later took it to the Heckel factory in 
Germany who were happy with it, and still send me a 
Christmas Card every year as proof!  Over the years, I 
have also taken lessons from Andrew Barnell, William 
Waterhouse and Roger Birnstingl, but I still need to 
practise my scales and arpeggios! 
 I also play or have played for many other 
groups, notably the Cotswold Sinfonietta, the 
Cheltenham Chamber Orchestra (CCO), and the quintet 
Classic Wind. This comprises the principal players in 
the CCO including Cathy Billington and Janet 
McKechnie also in the CSO. I have been responsible for 
the bassoon part of the Gloucestershire Double Reed 
Day for many years now, and this is a fantastic 
opportunity for me to meet and learn from top 
professionals. I have written several articles that have 
appeared in Double Reed News, this being the magazine 
of the British Double Reed Society, and not a guest 
publication in Have I Got News For You! A few years 
ago, I also played for the BBC in their Christmas Songs 
of Praise from Tewkesbury Abbey. This must have been 
all right, because the following year I received a (very 
small!) royalties cheque when it was sold to Australian 
TV. I have also been lucky enough to play a number of 
solos locally. I have done the Mozart Concerto twice 
with the CSO (once under Mark Foster and once under 
David Curtis), and also twice with the CCO. I have also 
played 2 of the 39 Vivaldi concertos (if only other 
composers had been as wise as he in their choice of solo 
instruments!) with the CCO, the Mozart Sinfonia 
Concertante with both orchestras, and the Haydn 
Sinfonia Concertante twice with the CCO. But you’re 
only as good as your last performance, so now let’s get 
down to scale and arpeggio practice…….. 
Peter Kerr 
 

Two musical Cyclopaths and friends  
 

In November 2017 husband and wife team, Paul 
and Caroline Broekman (trumpet and orchestra leader) 
were part of a group of 16 cyclists who cycled 500km in 
8 days through Vietnam and Cambodia to raise funds 
for the Cure Parkinsons Trust. The group appropriately 
called themselves the Cyclopaths as a number of the 
group had not done any serious cycling for many years, 
so to attempt this in the heat and humidity of South East 
Asia was indeed going to be challenging. The CSO 
concert on 4th November was attended by a number of 
the Cyclopaths, including group leader Alison Anderson 
and her husband John. A retiring collection held after 
the concert raised £542.80 towards the group’s fund 
raising target of £35,000. Following their challenge, 
here are a few recollections from Paul and Caroline.  

A fantastic experience – all we hoped it would 
be and more. Although months of training had prepared 
us well for the distances we needed to cycle, there was 
not much we could do about the unrelenting heat and 



 

 

humidity. Thankfully we had excellent support from the 
local ground crews who watered, fed and led us through 
the paths and waterways of their villages and rural 
communities. Nothing was ever too much trouble for 
them, routes were quickly adapted, extended and 
contracted according to requests and the conditions. 
These were routes you would not see from a tourist bus. 
All we had to do was to keep the pedals turning, stay 
upright (not always as 
easy as it sounds) and 
enjoy each new turn in 
the path as you never 
knew what was around 
the next corner: a 
group of children 
shouting ‘hello’, a cow, 
a market, a wedding 
party, a bridge, rice drying on carefully laid out mats, a 
pile of coconut husks, or usually a moped with multiple 
human and livestock passengers heading directly 
towards you! So closely packed were people’s dwellings 
to the paths we were cycling on, that occasionally we 
found ourselves almost cycling through their living 
rooms. Loud music in these communities was, far from 
being antisocial, an invitation to your neighbours to 
come over to your place for a party! Of course when we 
found ourselves on main roads the traffic rules, or lack 
of them, kept us needing to maintain high levels of 
concentration, and were both exhilarating and 
terrifying in equal measure. 

Especially moving was that we had the 
opportunities to learn more about the recent conflicts in 
both countries. In Vietnam the Vietcong tunnel 
complexes, stretching over 250 km and the use of Agent 
Orange which is still restricting land usage and causing 
birth defects to this day. In Cambodia the harrowing 
personal testament from survivors of the 3 year 8 month 
and 20 day Khmer Rouge regime of terror against their 
own people. 

It was great to be part of such a strong 
supportive team, those on the challenge and those 
supporting us. The icing on the cake was, on the eve of 
our departure, achieving the £35,000 fund raising target 
Alison had set. A target which at the outset we thought 

we hadn’t a hope of making. We are very grateful to all 
of those who have supported us through this challenge 
with their donations. We were delighted to have so 
many people following the blog while we were away 
and with more donations during the challenge and since 
means we have now raised over £42,000 for research 
into Parkinsons. On behalf of the Cyclopaths team we 
would like to thank the CSO committee for their 
agreement to us holding a retiring collection and of 
course our audience members for their generous 
donations. 
For more details about the challenge and for anyone 
wishing to donate please see: 
https://uk.virginmoneygiving.com/team/cyclopaths15 
  
It is also still possible to read the Blog and view photos 
which can be found at: 
https://thecyclopaths.wordpress.com 
 
Crotchet or quaver – what’s the difference? 
 

I was brought up in a mining village in County 
Durham. My parents were teachers and I was brought 
up to talk posh because my father came from the deep 
south – Scunthorpe. I started piano lessons when I was 
nine, and at ten I was sent to a Direct Grant school in 
Newcastle. Here the opportunity was given to have 
violin lessons, but the music teacher looked at me and 
said, “You are tall – you should play the cello!” This 
was not the best of criteria to apply, as I have narrow 
hands and slim fingers and have difficulty stretching a 
major 3rd. However it is a bit late to change now. My 
first cello cost £10 
and lasted me until I 
was seventeen. 

My mother 
played the piano, and 
my father did not play 
but was a 
knowledgeable 
listener. He was 
secretary of our local 
music club, and on 
the day I had my first 
cello lesson I was 
taken to hear the 
Janáček String 
Quartet, whom I 
remember played 
from memory, in the Victoria and Garesfield Miners` 
Welfare Hall. In those days there were lots of small 
music societies where young professionals could give 
recitals subsidised by the Arts Council. The Gibside 
Music Club held five concerts a year, and as the 
secretary`s daughter my task was to make a cup of tea 
for the performers in the interval. One year we had a 
very talented pianist who was straight out of college, 



 

 

and his fee was the usual £25. We all thought he was 
very good. His name was John Lill.  

When I was in the 6th form I joined the Durham 
Youth Orchestra, and I also attended a week`s course in 
Newcastle called the Northern Junior Philharmonic, 
conducted by Harry Legge. The first year I attended I 
developed a technique of holding the bow so that it 
hardly touched the string so I could not be heard, but the 
following year I was much more confident. 

After reading Music at Reading University, I 
went to Homerton College, Cambridge to do a PGCE, 
and met my husband, Malcolm, in a church group. He 
was a neuroscientist and a Fellow of Downing College. 
In 1974 I settled happily into married life, dining at 
High Table on Fridays, and playing in concerts in the 
Chapel. However after three months Malcolm`s 
supervisor moved to a chair at Bristol University, taking 
his research group with him. I became junior music 
teacher at Stroud Girls` High School, in charge of music 
for the first three years groups, with some `O` and `A` 
level teaching too. Malcolm has gone on to become a 
professor at Bristol himself, and a Fellow of the Royal 
Society. 

I joined the Cheltenham Sunday Players two 
years later, in 1976. The orchestra was smaller then, and 
was conducted by Mark Foster and led by Ysobel 
Danks. We gave concerts in churches and other venues 
bringing live music to small villages all over 
Gloucestershire. The quality of the tea provided was an 
important feature: the best was at Chedworth, and the 
worst was the first visit to Leonard Stanley, when all we 
were given was a slice of fruit cake each, and the gent`s 
toilet was a bucket in the corner of a greenhouse with a 
curtain round it. Similarly at Dursley there was one 
toilet, in the graveyard, and a queue of twenty ladies 
carrying black dresses wishing to change in it. Happily 
facilities have since improved at both venues. 

One evening, when we arrived at the 
Thirlestaine Gallery as usual to rehearse, a sherry party 
was still in progress. As we started playing the quiet 
opening of Beethoven`s 9th Symphony we could not 
hear ourselves for the loud chattering. After three lines 
the timpani enter: “Give it to them, Diggory” said Mark 
Foster, and the deafening crashes that Diggory produced 
cleared the intruders out in seconds! 

In 1990 I left class teaching to become a 
peripatetic cello teacher, mainly individual lessons in 
secondary schools. Pupils may have started out in a 
group of four in primary school, but by the time they get 
to secondary school three have switched to the 
saxophone or got a horse. I had some high flying pupils, 
but also some highly intelligent ones who never got 
beyond Grade 3 but still insisted on having lessons. So, 
to a Year 13 boy who shall remain anonymous: “----- 
are you really happy with that F#?” (ie. it is flat) “Yes, 
Mrs Brown, I am perfectly happy, you are the only one 
who is not happy!” To a Year 11 boy whom I had 
taught for four years: “Let`s go from the crotchet at the 

end of bar 8.” “You know Mrs Brown, I`ve never been 
quite sure which is a crotchet and which is a quaver.” 

An important part of Malcolm and my lives is 
our church activities. I conduct an ecumenical choir of 
people from several churches in the Nailsworth area; we 
usually give two concerts a year. As I am evangelical 
about children and adults experiencing live music, and 
particularly the excitement of hearing and seeing a large 
orchestra, I organise a short Christmas concert with a 
free tea in Nailsworth Primary School each December. 
It is very popular and I am grateful to several CSO 
players who regularly come to play. (Ed. We enjoy it 
too!) 

During my time in the CSO I have seen it grow 
and develop considerably. We are fortunate to have 
some outstanding musicians, especially our section 
leaders, and are privileged to have such a talented 
conductor. I look forward to continuing to be part of the 
orchestra in the years ahead. 
Geraldine Brown 

 
For more information and details of future concerts, see 
our website: www.cheltenhamsymphonyorchestra.info 
or visit our Facebook page: 
facebook.com/cheltenhamsymphonyorchestra 
 
If you enjoy our concerts, why not persuade your 
friends to become Patrons? Contact Michael St. John for 
details. 

 
Editor: Michael St. John Tel: 01285 239182 Email: 

smstjohn2310@gmail.com 

Forthcoming concerts 
An English Celebration 2 

Saturday 17 March 7.30pm, Cheltenham Town Hall 
Elgar: Cockaigne overture Op.40 
Vaughan-Williams: The Lark Ascending (Soloist 
Savitri Grier – violin) 
Elgar: Symphony No. 1 in A Flat Op.55 
  

An English Celebration 3 
Saturday 19 May 7.30pm, Pittville Pump Room 
Holst: The Perfect Fool Ballet music Op.39 
Britten: Four Sea Interludes from Peter Grimes 
Op.33a 
Elgar: Violin concerto in B Minor Op.61 (Soloist 
Michael Foyle) 
 

Last Night of the CSO Proms 
Saturday 23 June 7.30pm Cheltenham Town Hall 
Delius: Song before Sunrise 
Elgar: Cello concerto in E Minor – (Soloist 
Raphael Wallfisch) 
Elgar: Enigma Variations  
Elgar: Pomp and Circumstance March No. 4 
Wood: Fantasia on British Sea Songs 
Parry: Jerusalem 
 


