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ABSTRACT

This thesis is the first analysis of orchestral music in Northern Ireland, and the first 

academic project that has focused on any aspect of musical life in Northern Ireland in 

the post-Second World War era. CEMA/ACNfs music subsidy and BBC music 

policy are examined in tandem, as these two organisations were the primary sponsors 

of orchestral music in the region during this period. In 1945, there was no 

professional orchestral ensemble in Northern Ireland, though over the ensuing years a 

number of developments took place in the sphere of orchestral provision. The first of 

these was the establishment of the part-time BBC Northern Ireland Light Orchestra in 

1949, a studio-based ensemble of fifteen players. The formation of the City of Belfast 

Orchestra followed in 1950, a semi-professional orchestra that was heavily reliant on 

the participation of BBC Northern Ireland players. In 1965 the BBC extended the 

contracts for its BBC Northern Ireland Light Orchestra from part-time to full-time, 

leading to the situation whereby the City of Belfast Orchestra was no longer 

sustainable. The City of Belfast Orchestra was subsequently disbanded, and in 1966 

ACNI formed the Ulster Orchestra, a full-time orchestra of 37 players that was 

dedicated to concert-giving and education work throughout Northern Ireland. Despite 

some initial successes, it soon became apparent that the Ulster Orchestra was living 

well beyond its means, and in 1969 a reappraisal of the orchestra’s position was 

undertaken. Under the auspices of the Northern Ireland government’s Operations and 

Methods department, a report was issued which recommended the amalgamation of 

the Ulster and BBC Northern Ireland orchestras. Both ACNI and the BBC were 

amenable to this, though in 1974 the Musicians’ Union rejected the proposed merger. 

ACNI reacted to this rejection by commissioning a Working Party to assess the Ulster 

Orchestra’s situation. In 1976 this Working Party presented its findings, and once 

again recommended a merger with the BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra. Proposals 

for this second amalgamation attempt were met with resistance from the players of 

both orchestras, though in 1981 the BBC NI musicians were recruited into an 

enlarged Ulster Orchestra of 55 players.
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PREFACE

Writing in September 1966, a time when Northern Ireland experienced significant 

expansion in its cultural sector through the formation of the Ulster Orchestra and the 

beginning of construction work on an Ulster Museum extension, the editor of the 

Belfast Newsletter penned a leader article titled ‘Forward the Arts’. In this editorial, 

he praised the instigation behind these two ‘massive strides’, which he hoped would 

‘go a long way towards dissuading those who hold that Ulster is a desert for the arts 

and the Ulster people, by and large, are indifferent to them’.1 The article continued:

In financial terms alone these two projects represent an investment that 

must rank with the greatest ever made here in furtherance of cultural 

activities. That there has been no holding back as there well might have 

been at a time of economic difficulty, is further evidence of the 

determination of those who have the highest conception of what life in 

Ulster should be to ensure that in this field progress will not be stunted.

Unlike Dublin, Belfast has not enjoyed a cultural inheritance covering 

several centuries and now secure in long-established museums and art 

galleries, but it takes second to none in vigorous development. The pity is

that the effort is not matched by greater appreciation of the part of the
~)

public.

Although there is little tangible evidence to indicate that Northern Ireland was indeed 

perceived as a ‘desert for the arts’, this is an image that is conveyed a number of times 

throughout this thesis, not least by Tyrone Guthrie who described Ulster as ‘a 

philistine Sahara’. ^ The difficulty in maintaining sufficient orchestral provision 

throughout the period, combined with distinctly variable support from audiences - 

issues that feature prominently in this thesis - ensures that this description of 

Northern Ireland as a cultural desert cannot be readily dismissed. The content herein, 

however, does not fully support this viewpoint either; while the arts in Northern

Belfast Newsletter, 10 September 1966.

2 Ibid.

' Quoted in Belfast Telegraph, 7 March 1967.



Ireland could be described as undernourished in the immediate post-war era, 

dependent on visiting orchestras and opera companies, by the mid-1960s the region 

boasted two orchestras (the BBC Northern Ireland Light Orchestra and the Ulster 

Orchestra) as well as two opera companies (the Grand Opera Society of Northern 

Ireland and Studio Opera Group). Considering these two divergent sets of 

circumstances, the question of whether Northern Ireland was in fact a ‘desert for the 

arts’ seems an appropriate title for the thesis, particularly given its use in relation to 

the Ulster Orchestra's formation, a key juncture for the arts during the period in 

question. The challenges posed to the Council for the Encouragement of Music and 

the Arts in Northern Ireland (CEMA) and the Arts Council of Northern Ireland 

(ACNI, as CEMA was renamed in 1963) in fostering the arts in Northern Ireland are 

considered throughout. The conclusion reached is that the endurance of the Ulster 

Orchestra in spite of the various obstacles it faced throughout the first fifteen years of 

its existence (detailed throughout the text) indicates that there were enough supporters 

for the arts in the region to assert that Northern Ireland was not such a desert as the 

label suggests.

In considering the premise of whether Northern Ireland was a ‘desert for the 

arts’, this thesis is the first comprehensive study of orchestral provision in the region, 

and is centred on CEMA/ACNI music subsidy, the principal funder for the arts in 

Northern Ireland since its formation in 1943. Although some background of orchestral 

music performance in Belfast pre-1945 is discussed in the opening chapter, the thesis 

takes the end of the Second World War as its starting point, and continues through to 

1981, a suitable cut-off point in that this was when musicians from the disbanded 

BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra were absorbed into an enlarged Ulster Orchestra. 

The primary focus of the thesis is the Ulster Orchestra, from its formation in 1966 

until its enlargement in 1981, though Chapter I considers the various forms of 

orchestral music in Belfast that existed prior to the Ulster Orchestra’s establishment, 

primarily visits from British orchestras, and the semi-professional City of Belfast 

Orchestra (formed in 1950). The BBC’s music policy in the region in the immediate 

post-war era is also examined, an important factor in the development of orchestral 

performance during a period when BBC musicians formed the nucleus of the City of 

Belfast Orchestra (CBO). The extension of BBC contracts from part-time to full-time 

in May 1965 precipitated the decision by ACNI to establish the Ulster Orchestra, the



first time a full-time professional symphony orchestra solely dedicated to performing 

concerts existed in Northern Ireland. The specifics of ACNI’s resolution to form the 

Ulster Orchestra are discussed in Chapter II, and the argument is made that this was 

part of a wider strategy to promote and develop the arts in Northern Ireland, as the 

Council had previously never undertaken a project on this scale. Although critics 

initially greeted the orchestra’s concerts with acclaim, there were some teething 

problems during the inaugural 1966-7 season. All of these aspects are covered in 

Chapter III, including the consistently disappointing audience numbers and the 

resignation of the orchestra’s Principal Conductor, Maurice Miles,4 in acrimonious 

circumstances at the season’s close in June 1967. These problems were exacerbated 

by the financial struggles ACNI faced in maintaining the orchestra, something that is 

considered in detail in Chapter IV. As the orchestra’s problems continued into the 

1968-9 season, ACNI was forced to reconsider how to best administer the ensemble, 

and Chapter V examines how the Council was left to reassess its position in regard to 

orchestral provision. A survey from the government’s Organisation and Methods (O 

& M) Department recommended in 1969 that ACNI should attempt to merge the 

Ulster Orchestra with the BBC NI Orchestra, which existed solely as a broadcasting 

ensemble at that time. Chapter VI documents the first attempt at achieving this, and 

although both ACNI and the BBC displayed initial support for the amalgamation, 

negotiations were protracted and when the proposal was put forward in 1974, it was 

rejected by the Musicians’ Union (MU). The failure of this first amalgamation attempt 

prompted ACNI to commission a Working Party Report into the provision of 

orchestral music in the region, and, after lengthy deliberations, this group published 

its report in 1976, once again recommending that ACNI approach the BBC in the 

hope of achieving an orchestral merger. As these debates took place throughout the 

1970s, the Ulster Orchestra continued with its activities, which not only included its 

own subscription concerts but educational work, touring, performance with local 

opera societies and the Belfast Philharmonic Society (BPS), and concerts that featured 

as part of the annual Belfast Festival at Queen’s. These aspects of the orchestra’s 

contribution to the musical life of Northern Ireland are considered in Chapter VII, 

which also outlines the various issues involved in maintaining concert life in the 

region during the Troubles. Based on the recommendations of the Working Party in

4 See Personalia below for biographical information.
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1976, ACN1 reopened negotiations with the BBC in a further attempt to merge the 

Ulster Orchestra with the BBC NI Orchestra, and the details of these proposals are 

considered in Chapter VIII. These negotiations were again protracted, and it was only 

in 1980 when the BBC decided to disband its NI Orchestra that the proposals gained 

momentum, and the prospect for an enlarged Ulster Orchestra seemed likely. Despite 

opposition from players, in May 1981 the musicians of the disbanded BBC NI 

Orchestra were recruited into the Ulster Orchestra, and while this was not the merger 

that had been envisaged throughout the 1970s, subsidy from ACNI, the BBC, Belfast 

City Council and substantial sponsorship revenue from Gallaher Tobacco Ltd initiated 

a period of success hitherto unknown to the orchestra.

While this thesis constitutes an extensive examination of orchestral music in 

Northern Ireland during the second half of the twentieth century, it is by no means a 

fully comprehensive survey; there remains scope for further research in this area. As 

the ‘Archival Sources’ section in the Literature Review below illustrates, current 

limitations on sources have restricted this research in some respects, though in time 

more archival material will be made available. This will provide the opportunity to 

expand the project, resulting in a monograph length treatment of orchestral provision 

in Northern Ireland. While such a publication would maintain the academic grounding 

employed here, it is hoped that it would appeal to a non-academic audience also, 

particularly those who attend concerts in Northern Ireland. As this PhD has attempted 

to address the shortage of detailed coverage of orchestral provision in Northern 

Ireland and includes an examination of many hitherto unexplored documents, 

publication of this research would not only provide a useful addition to the literature 

concerning music in Ireland, but also regional music subsidy on a broader level.
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT: NORTHERN IRELAND, 1921-981

The Northern Ireland state was formed in 1921, partitioned from the rest of the 

Ireland under the Government of Ireland Act (1920). The region comprised six of the 

nine counties of Ulster: Antrim, Armagh, Derry, Down, Fermanagh and Tyrone 

(Cavan, Donegal and Monaghan were not included). The new state was designed to 

protect the interests of its Protestant majority, which largely wished to retain links 

with Britain, and from 1921-72 was governed by a Northern Ireland Parliament (from 

1932 onwards this was based at the Stormont Parliament Buildings in east Belfast, 

and is sometimes referred to as the Stormont Parliament). Although it had its own 

Parliament, Northern Ireland continued to send thirteen MPs to the United Kingdom 

(UK) Parliament (referred to as Westminster), and its fiscal powers were restricted, as 

was its ability to create its own laws.2 The NI Parliament was predominantly 

Unionist,' and was led by successive Ulster Unionist Prime Ministers: James Craig

1 This is a brief note designed to give an overview of Northern Ireland’s history, in order to place the 

events of this thesis in context. The sensitive nature of Irish history means that there are many different 

interpretations of the period, and, as it would not be possible to do justice to these complicated matters 

in such a short space, this overview intends only to give a skeleton account of the period in question. 
The literature detailing with the history of Northern Ireland is extensive, though notable works include: 

Jonathan Bardon, A History of Ulster (Belfast: The Blackstaff Press, 1992), Roy Foster, Modern 

Ireland 1600-1972 (London: Penguin, 1988), Thomas Hennessey, .4 History of Northern Ireland, 1920- 

1996 (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 1997) and Henry Patterson, Ireland since 1939: The persistence of 

conflict (Dublin: Penguin Ireland, 2006). A.T.Q. Stewart’s The narrow ground: The roots of conflict in 

Ulster (London: Faber, 1989) also offers an excellent overview of the wider conflict in Ulster, from 

plantation to the beginning of the Troubles, while the ‘Tracing the History of a Troubled Society: 

Northern Ireland since Partition, 1921-79’ (pp. 64-73) chapter in Eamon Phoenix’s A Century of 

Northern Life (Belfast: Ulster Historical Foundation, 1995) offers a concise history of the Northern 

Ireland state.

2 For a detailed account of the Nl Parliament’s powers and how the state came into being, see ‘The 

birth of Northern Ireland, 1912-1928’ in Hennessey, A History of Northern Ireland, 1920-1996, pp. 1- 

56. This topic is also analysed in John Whyte, ‘How much discrimination was there under the Unionist 

regime, 1921-68?’, in Contemporary Irish Studies, ed. by Tom Gallagher and James O’Connell 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1983), pp. 1-35.

’ A note on terminology: To correlate with the method used by most historians, the terms Unionist, 

Nationalist, Loyalist and Republican are capitalised whenever referring to a particular party or
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(1921-40), John Miller Andrews (1940-3), Basil Brooke (1943-63), Terence O’Neill 

(1963-9), James Chichester-Clark (1969-71) and Brian Faulkner (1971-2). In The 

Factory of Grievances: Devolved Government in Ireland 1921-39, Patrick Buckland 

outlines the various ways in which the Stormont Parliament discriminated against 

Catholics, including the process of ‘gerrymandering’, whereby local authority voting 

boundaries were altered to limit the number of wards that contained a nationalist 

majority, and also discrimination in employment, particular at senior levels of the 

public sector.* * * 4 This was acknowledged by David Trimble, the Unionist leader who 

was largely responsible for his party’s support of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 

when he referred to Northern Ireland during this time as ‘a cold house for Catholics’ 

on receipt of the Nobel Peace Prize, which he received for his role in formulating the 

agreement.5

The situation whereby Catholics were under represented continued in the post- 

Second World War years, a time of relative peace in the region, that - according to 

Jonathan Bardon in his seminal history of Ulster - saw an increase in living standards 

for many Protestants:

Never did the Unionist governments feel so secure. Not only had 

Northern Ireland been promised parity with Britain in its social services, 

and with the support of the central exchequer but also successive 

Westminster administrations expressed in practical ways their gratitude 

to Stormont for standing by the Allies in their hour of need.'’

organisation and its members. Without capitals, they refer to supporters of these organisations or the

wider community. Although not all Protestants are unionist and not all Catholics are nationalist, in 

Northern Ireland it is nearly always the case that an individual’s religion will correspond with their

political affiliation.

4 Patrick Buckland, The Factory of Grievances: Devolved Government in Northern Ireland, 1921-39 

(Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 1979).

’ David Trimble, ‘Nobel Lecture, 10 December 1998’ in

<http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/1998/trimble-lecture.html> (Accessed 16 

September 2013).

" Bardon, A History of Ulster, p. 587.
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This distribution of the wealth did not, however, apply to Catholics, and despite 

O’Neill’s attempts to grant concessions, by the late 1960s calls for reform led to the 

emergence of a Civil Rights movement. The movement had strong support from 

students at Queen’s University Belfast (QUB), and, buoyed on by similar student 

protests worldwide, called for an end to sectarian discrimination. Throughout 1968 

and 1969, protests regularly descended into violence as activists and police clashed, 

causing a great deal of unrest throughout the region. Northern Ireland witnessed 

several outbursts of severe rioting during the summer months of 1969, and this is 

generally acknowledged as the beginning of the Troubles, three decades of civil strife 

that continued until the signing of the Good Friday Agreement. As civil disorder 

continued into the 1970s, paramilitary organisations became increasingly militant, 

diverting attention away from the aims of the Civil Rights movement, as the IRA 

sought to remove the British presence from Ireland and undo partition.

Following inadequate Unionist reaction to the increasing violence, the N1 

Parliament was dissolved in 1972, the British government having lost faith in the 

region’s ability to govern itself adequately. A period of Direct Rule followed, a 

situation that continued unbroken until 1998, save for a short-lived power-sharing 

executive in 1974 under the Sunningdale Agreement. Based on the principle of both 

Nationalist and Unionist parties holding office, this executive faced fierce opposition 

from unionists, and collapsed in May 1974 following a series of anti-Sunningdale 

strikes throughout the region/Although violence was at its peak between 1969-72, 

sectarian assassinations by Loyalist paramilitaries and the IRA campaign continued 

throughout the 1970s and 1980s, and there was no real cessation of the violence until 

the political settlement of the late-1990s, meaning that the majority of the period 

covered in this thesis coincides with the Troubles.

Although there was a gradual increase in Northern Ireland’s population during 

the Ulster Orchestra’s formative years, this was fairly minimal, rising from 1,317,000

The Good Friday agreement was famously described as ‘Sunningdale for slow learners’ by Seamus 

Mallon, Northern Ireland’s Deputy First Minister, 1998-2001, such were the similarities between the 

two.

8 Referred to the ‘Ulster Workers’ Council Strike’, this time of unrest is described in more detail in 

Chapter VII.
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in 1945 to 1,543,000 in 1981.9 This slow growth can partly be attributed to the high 

level of emigration experienced. Migration data indicates that there was a steady 

outflow of people from the region at this time, something that was not balanced by a 

comparable inflow. This resulted in negative net migration each year, meaning that 

Northern Ireland had a relatively static population during the period on question.10

^ ‘Northern Ireland Population from 1841 to 2012’ in Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency 

<http://www.nisra.gov.uk/demography/default.asp3.htm> (Accessed 15 April 2014).

111 ‘Northern Ireland’s Migration data’, in ibid.
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LITERATURE REVIEW & NOTE ON SOURCES1 2 *

Literature

Much has been written on the history of Northern Ireland, however, almost all of this 

literature focuses on civil unrest in the region, documenting the events that led to the 

outbreak of the Troubles in 1969, and the continuing violence thereafter, as well as 

seeking explanations for the failure of the Unionist state.' This emphasis is hardly 

surprising given the prominence of the sectarian divide in the recent history of Ulster, 

though it has meant that other aspects of the region’s history have been somewhat 

neglected, in particular cultural life throughout the period. There have, however, 

been some notable exceptions to this; the first of these publications being the 

pioneering Arts in Ulster symposium, edited by Sam Hanna Bell, Nesca A. Robb and 

John Hewitt. Published in 1951, this was commissioned by CEMA for the Festival of 

Britain and surveys each aspect of the arts in Ulster. Nevin Foster’s ‘Music in Ulster’ 

chapter begins in the sixth century with the plainchant output of Irish monks at 

Bangor Abbey and gives an overview of musical history in the province up to 1951, 

though the vast scope of the text has meant that it often deals in generalisations and 

lacks sufficient depth regarding contemporary issues.4 The Arts in Ulster was 

followed by Causeway: The Arts in Ulster, edited by Michael Longley, in 1971. 

Employing the blueprint of its predecessor, this book covered the two decades from 

1951 to 1971, though most of the essays looked at their subject in much greater detail,

See Bibliography for a full list of books, articles and archival sources consulted.

2 Mention of the main historical books in Northern Ireland are listed in the Historical Context section, 

which gives a brief overview of the region’s political history.

' In his extensive history of Ulster, Jonathan Bardon does include a short section about people 

continuing their daily lives during the Troubles, mentioning the success of the Belfast Festival at 

Queen’s and the Ulster Orchestra, whose audience he described as ‘overwhelmingly middle-class’ 

[Bardon, A History of Ulster, p. 823], though this aspect of the region’s history is largely neglected in 

the historical literature.

4 Nevin Foster, ‘Music in Ulster’, in The Arts in Ulster: A Symposium, ed. by Sam Hanna Bell, Nesca 

A. Robb and John Hewitt (London: George G. Harrap & Co., 1951), pp. 151-69.
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including Edgar Boucher’s ‘Classical Music’ chapter/ In 1951, Foster’s survey 

appeared as the last chapter, ‘a fair assessment of the place music occupied in the 

minds of many people here at that time’ in Boucher’s opinion,'1 though the author 

proceeded to argue that provision had since improved in Northern Ireland. Boucher’s 

updated survey identified the fields of education and orchestral playing as those that 

experienced the most significant growth since 1951, and provides an excellent 

overview of the CBO’s activities, its demise, and the circumstances in which the 

Ulster Orchestra subsequently came into being. While the information given by 

Boucher is unfailingly accurate and informative, of necessity it is concise, and until 

now there has been virtually no new research into the activities of the CBO. To rectify 

this imbalance, this thesis contains the first in-depth analysis of how this ensemble 

came into being, and its relationship with the BBC Northern Ireland Light Orchestra 

(BBC NILO), so as to properly depict the largely forgotten contribution that the CBO 

made to Northern Ireland’s musical life. Following on from Causeway, in 2001 

another book of this type appeared, Stepping Stones: The Arts in Ulster 1971-200!, 

edited by Mark Carruthers and Stephen Douds. In their introduction, the editors noted 

that ‘this book is built on firm foundations’,5 6 7 recognition of the important 

contributions made by the previous volumes in the series. In his ‘Classical Music’ 

chapter, Joe McKee summarises the activities of all aspects of music-making in 

Northern Ireland, and concluded that in 2001, ‘considering its size, Northern Ireland 

does very well for itself in terms of the performing arts generally, and reasonably well 

in the specific area of classical music’, emphasising the further growth of this aspect 

of life in the region since the 1970s.x Although McKee’s arguments are convincing, 

once again this is a broad survey, and the chapter does not always address the wider

5 Edgar Boucher, ‘Classical Music’, in Causeway: The Arts in Ulster, ed. by Michael Longley (Belfast: 

Arts Council of Northern Ireland. 1971), pp. 138-47.

6 Boucher, ‘Classical Music’, p. 138.

Mark Carruthers and Stephen Douds (eds.), Stepping Stones: The Arts in Ulster (Belfast: Blackstaff, 

2001). p. ix.

s McKee, ‘Classical Music’, in Stepping Stones, pp. 148-69. Ian Hill’s ‘Arts Administration’ (pp. 215- 

36) and Grania McFadden’s 'Reporting the Arts’ (pp. 237-60) chapters in this book have also provided 

valuable information on the arts in general for this thesis.
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context of events such as the Ulster Orchestra’s enlargement, something that I have 

endeavoured to undertake here.

Another invaluable text is Roy Johnston’s chapter in the New History of 

Ireland, edited by J.R. Hill. Titled ’Music in Northern Ireland since 1921’, this survey 

provides a comprehensive timeline of events relating to the provision of music in 

Northern Ireland from its inception to 1984.4 Johnston’s encyclopaedic knowledge of 

the subject is evident throughout the text, though as with the surveys undertaken by 

Boucher and McKee, this chapter only touches upon the intricacies surrounding 

orchestral provision in the region, and there is scope for this to be considered in much 

more detail. Although it largely falls outside the timeframe of this thesis, Aloys 

Fleischmann’s Music in Ireland symposium (1952) is another notable contribution to 

the history of Irish music, and provides a useful background to music in Ulster during 

the first half of the twentieth century.10 Relevant chapters include ‘Music in Queen’s 

University Belfast' (Ivor Keys),11 ‘CEMA and Music in Northern Ireland’ (Jack 

Loudan),1" Music in Belfast (E. Godfrey Brown),1' and ‘The Belfast Philharmonic 

Society’ (Arnold Perry).14 Peter Downey’s entry for ‘Belfast’ in the 2001 edition of 

the New Grove Dictionary’ of Music and Musicians provides a more recent overview 

of musical developments in the city, mentioning the activities of the BBC NI 

Orchestra, the CBO and the Ulster Orchestra, as well as the Belfast Festival, the BPS, 

Belfast Music Society and the various opera companies that have operated in 

Northern Ireland in the second half of the twentieth century.1' However, given that 

this entry is intended to cover the entire history of music in Belfast, only a proportion 

of this relatively short article relates to the twentieth century. Another text that I am

9 Roy Johnston, ‘Music in Northern since 1921’, in A New History of Ireland, ed. by J.R. Hill (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2003), VII, pp. 650-71.

10 Aloys Fleischmann, (ed.). Music in Ireland: A Symposium (Dublin: Cork University Press, 1952).

11 Fleischmann, Music in Ireland, pp. 21-31.

12 Fleischmann, Music in Ireland, pp. 207-9.

13 Fleischmann, Music in Ireland, pp. 263-7.

14 Fleischmann, Music in Ireland, pp. 290-3.

' Peter Downey, ‘Belfast’, in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. by Stanley 

Sadie, (London, Macmillan, 2001), 111, pp. 162-4.



indebted to is David Greer’s entry for the Ulster Orchestra in Robert Craven’s 

Symphony Orchestras of the World, which gives a brief history of the Ulster Orchestra 

from 1966-87 and describes the circumstances in which the orchestra was enlarged in 

1981, as well as providing a list of principal conductors and recordings issued.10 

Useful though this entry is, it is just three pages long and is meant for reference only.

While each of these texts are of enormous value for the documentation of 

musical activity in Northern Ireland, by necessity they are concise and there is not 

much scope for detailed analysis or reflection, with each of these mainly comprising a 

listing of events and developments. Published in 1972, Sam Hanna Bell’s The Theatre 

in Ulster is a dedicated history of playwrights and drama in Ulster,* 1' There is, 

however, no musical equivalent to this book, perhaps an indication of the theatre’s 

predominance over music in the cultural life of the region throughout the twentieth 

century. In tenns of academic projects on music in Ulster, Roy Johnston undertook a 

thorough examination of concert life in Belfast in his unpublished PhD thesis, 

‘Concerts in the Musical Life of Belfast to 1874’,lx while Ruth Stanley’s ‘A 

Formative Force: the BBC’s Role in the Development of Music and its Audiences in 

Northern Ireland, 1924-39’ provides an assessment of the BBC’s impact on musical 

life in the region.19 Although the research undertaken in these works provides 

excellent historical context, the periods with which they are concerned precede that 

considered in this thesis, and they have been used primarily as sources of reference 

and for the purpose of enriching the context of post-war developments. Partly because 

the period covered in this thesis is relatively recent, there have been only a handful of 

publications relating to music in Northern Ireland in the post-Second World War era, 

however, those that do exist contain useful historical content as well as invaluable 

first-hand accounts and insights. The most significant of these is Havelock Nelson’s A

16 David Greer, ‘Ulster Orchestra’, in Symphony Orchestras of the World, ed. by Robert Craven (New 

York: Greenwood Press, 1987), pp. 339-41. The ‘Stuttgart Chamber Orchestra’ article (pp. 174-6) 

written by the editor in the same volume has also been useful for purposes.

1 Sam Hanna Bell, The Theatre in Ulster (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan. 1972).

,x Roy Johnston, ‘Concerts in the musical life of Belfast to 1874’ (unpublished doctoral thesis. Queen’s 

University Belfast, 1996).

19 Ruth Stanley, ‘A formative force: the BBC’s role in the development of music and its audiences in 

Northern Ireland, 1924-39’ (unpublished doctoral thesis. Queen’s University Belfast, 2011).



Bank of Violets, the memoir of the BBC staff accompanist 1947-77, who was also the 

founder of the Studio Opera Group (SOG). Although its content mainly comprises 

anecdotes (its intended audience was undoubtedly friends and acquaintances). Nelson 

was a well-connected and influential figure; his reminiscences offer an intriguing 

account of musical life in the region at this time. The ‘Studio Opera Group’ chapter 

chronicles the development of opera in Northern Ireland, relating to the Grand Opera 

Society of Northern Ireland (GOSNI) as well as SOG, making it indispensible for any 

historical account of opera in Northern Ireland.20 Leslie McCarrison’s appreciation of 

Belfast bom tenor James Johnston (1903-91), ‘The bass in shorts’, at the end of Leslie 

Gilmore's biography of Johnston, At Last a Great Tenorf gives another excellent 

historical overview of GOSNI, while the biography itself gives useful details on the 

activities of choral societies in Belfast. Another relevant memoir is Harry Grindle’s 

Reprise: An Irish Church Musician Looks Back. Grindle was a towering figure in 

Irish church music in the second half of the twentieth century, acting as cathedral 

organist and Master of the Choristers at St Anne’s Cathedral, Belfast 1962-76. During 

this time, the Ulster Orchestra often performed at the cathedral, and Grindle 

occasionally conducted the orchestra at these concerts. As well as detailing his 

involvement with the Ulster Orchestra, Grindle discusses at length life as a choral 

musician in Northern Ireland, and reflects on the obstacles encountered as the result of 

the Troubles while trying to sustain musical activity in Belfast.

The pamphlet published by the BPS to mark the choir's centenary in 1974, 

Belfast Philharmonic Society: 1874-1974, authored by Malcolm Ruthven, gives a 

detailed history of the society, and its involvement with the Ulster Orchestra.'4 The 

BPS has been the most distinguished choir in Ulster since its creation, and still 

perfonns with the Ulster Orchestra today. Ruthven’s history highlights notable

Havelock Nelson, A Bank of Violets (Belfast: Greystone Books, 1993). pp. 39-46.

21 Leslie McCarrison, ‘The bass in shorts’, in At last a great tenor, ed. by Leslie Gilmore (Belfast: 

Farset, 1994), pp. 67-70.

22 Gilmore, At last a great tenor.

23 Harry Grindle, Reprise: An Irish Church Musician looks back (Belfast: Harry Grindle, 2009).

'4 Malcolm Ruthven, Belfast Philharmonic Society: A Short History (Belfast: Independent publication, 

1973).
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performances and personalities, and documents the society’s role in the musical life of 

Northern Ireland. The pamphlet also contains a useful interview with Alun Francis, 

who was associated with the Ulster Orchestra as well as the BPS. Da Capo - An 

Informal History' of the Belfast Music Society’, 1921-1996, published to mark seventy- 

five years of the Belfast Music Society, the leading provider of chamber music in 

Northern Ireland, once again provides useful context for the overall musical life of the 

region.2^ As its title indicates, however, this book is informal in tone, chronicling the 

history of the society year by year: a series of recollections from those who have been 

involved with the society as well as audience members provide interesting anecdotes. 

Nevertheless, by its particular nature, this history is solely concerned with chamber 

music and, while useful in terms of context, is not directly related to the content of 

this thesis.

Other publications that have proved relevant include Cecilia Burcescu’s 

biography of Sergiu Comissiona, Principal Conductor of the Ulster Orchestra 1967-9. 

Titled A Romanian Rhapsody: The Life of Conductor Sergiu Comissiona, this book is 

primarily based on the author’s interviews with Comissiona, though there is only 

relatively brief mention of the conductor’s time with the Ulster Orchestra.A series 

of articles by Joseph E. Potts in The Musical Times on the Yorkshire Symphony 

Orchestra have also been useful for some biographical infonnation on Maurice Miles, 

who conducted the Yorkshire Symphony Orchestra prior to his appointment as the 

CBO’s Principal Conductor. Other than providing an assessment of Miles’s career 

before his arrival in Belfast, these articles have been useful in comparing the 

establishment of a symphony orchestra in Yorkshire with the formation of the Ulster 

Orchestra in Belfast.2 Richard Pine’s Music and Broadcasting in Ireland is 

concerned with the Republic of Ireland, though its extensive research makes it useful

’ Belfast Music Society, Da Capo: An informal history of the Belfast Music Society, 1921-1996 

(Belfast: Belfast Music Society, 1996).

26 Cecilia Burcescu, A Romanian Rhapsody: The life of Conductor Sergiu Comissiona (USA: Xlibris, 

2008), pp. 67-9.

27 Stephen Potts, ‘The Yorkshire Symphony Orchestra: A review of its first four years’, in The Musical 

Times, Vol. 92, No. 1299, May 1951, pp. 209-11; 'The Yorkshire Symphony Orchestra: A Post 

Mortem (I)’ in The Musical Times, Vol. 97, No. 1357, pp. 132-3 and ‘The Yorkshire Symphony 

Orchestra: A Post Mortem (2)’ in The Musical Times, Vol. 97, No. 1358, pp. 188-9.
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for comparative purposes with Northern Ireland. Pine’s book also makes reference to 

the defection of several players from the Radio Eireann Orchestra to the Ulster

Orchestra in 1966, which provided interesting background to ACNI’s recruitment of
">8players for its new ensemble. Pine’s biography of the Irish Times music critic, 

Charles Acton, also places its main focus on activities in Dublin, though there is some 

mention of critics Acton appointed to review concerts in Belfast. The book also notes 

that the newspaper viewed northern coverage as an important part of its remit during 

the 1960s and 1970s.29 Publications such as Acton’s Irish music and musicians'" and 

Brian Boydell’s Four Centuries of Music in Ireland '1 both give broad overviews of 

the history of Irish music and are important for any general consideration of the 

subject, however, neither concern themselves with Northern Ireland and are not 

directly relevant to this thesis. Pine’s Music in Ireland: 1848-1998,Harry White’s 

The Keeper's Recital: Music and Cultural History in Ireland 1770-1970" and Irish 

Music in the Twentieth Century’?4 edited by Gareth Cox and Axel Klein all place their 

focus on the Republic of Ireland also, and therefore fall into the same category as 

Acton’s and Boydell’s histories. The recently published Encyclopaedia of Music in 

Ireland edited by Harry White and Barra Boydell is the first time an attempt has been 

made at forming an extensive survey of Irish musical history.0 The remit of this 

encyclopaedia is wide, incorporating all aspects of Irish music, and the result is that 

the vast majority of entries are shorter than their subjects’ merit. However, musical 

life in Northern Ireland has been fairly represented in terms of entries, including

28 Richard Pine, Music and Broadcasting in Ireland (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2005), pp. 446-7 & p. 

476.

Richard Pine, Charles: The life and world of Charles Acton (Dublin: Lilliput, 2010), p. 262.

(l Charles Acton, Irish music and musicians (Dublin: Eason and Son Ltd, 1978).

21 Brian Boydell, Four centuries of music in Ireland (London: BBC, 1979).

32 Richard Pine, Music in Ireland: 1848-1998 (Cork: Mercicr Press, 1998).

” Harry White, The Keeper's recital: Music and cultural history in Ireland, 1770-1970 (Cork: Cork 

University Press, 1998).

1 Gareth Cox & Axel Klein (eds.), Irish Music in the twentieth century (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 

2003).

” Harry White and Barra Boydell (eds.). The Encyclopaedia of Music in Ireland (Dublin: University of 

Dublin Press, 2013).



articles on ‘Arts Council of Northern Ireland’ (Hilary Bracefield), ‘BBC Northern 

Ireland’ (Stanley), ‘BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra’ (Downey), ‘Belfast Festival at 

Queen’s (Trevor Hodgett), ‘Belfast Philharmonic Society’ (Downey), ‘City of Belfast 

Orchestra’ (Johnston), ‘Grand Opera House, Belfast’ (Downey & Nuala McAllister 

Hart), ‘Grand Opera Society of Northern Ireland’ (Downey), ‘Queen’s University 

Belfast’ (Aidan J. Thomson), ‘Studio Opera Group’ (Downey), and ‘Ulster Orchestra’ 

(Downey). Biographies of leading figures in Northern Irish musical circles (many of 

whom have been interviewed during the course of this research) have also been 

included in the encyclopaedia. These entries include ‘Boucher, Edgar’ (Downey), 

‘Bracefield, Hilary’ (Elaine Kelly), ‘Brown, Edward Godfrey’ (Downey), ‘Byers, 

David’ (Bracefield), ‘Fiirst, Janos’ (Michael Dervan), ‘Greer, David' (Patrick Zuk), 

‘Grindle, Harry' (Andrew Johnstone), ‘Hammond, Philip Alexander’ (Bracefield), 

‘McGuffin, Michael’ (Alison Dunlop), ‘McKee, Joe’ (Michael Thompson), ‘Nelson, 

Havelock’ (Downey), ‘Pugh, Leonard’ (Grindle), ‘Thomson, Bryden’ (David Brophy) 

and ‘Warren, Raymond’ (Bracefield).

As a significant proportion of this thesis deals with the attempt to merge the 

Ulster and BBC NI orchestras during the 1970s, there are a number of publications 

relating to the BBC that need to be taken into consideration. Rex Cathcart’s history of 

BBC NI, The Most Contrary Region: The BBC in Northern Ireland, 1924-1984 is 

indispensible for any appraisal of broadcasting in Northern Ireland, though it is 

mainly concerned with the political aspects of providing a service that was unbiased 

towards either side of the community, and only brief mention is made of music 

broadcasting in the region. '’ Jonathan Bardon’s more recent history of BBC NI, 

Beyond the Studio: A History of BBC Northern Ireland focuses more on the 

corporation’s music provision in the region, though this mainly deals with the years 

1921-39, and limited information is given on the BBC NI Orchestra post-Second 

World War.' Martin McLoone’s Broadcasting in a Divided Community: Seventy 

Years of the BBC in Northern Ireland is another important text relating to 

broadcasting in the region, though this book’s primary concern is the complexity of

Rex Cathcart, The Most Contrary’ Region: The BBC in Northern Ireland 1924-1984 (Belfast: 

Blackstaff, 1984), pp. 151-4.

’ See ’Music and the arts’ chapter in Jonathan Bardon, Beyond the Studio (Belfast: Blackstaff, 2000), 

pp. 117-39.
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broadcasting in relation to the religious divide, and it contains little information on the 

BBC’s musical output.38

The most up-to-date volume of Asa Briggs’s overall history of the BBC, 

Competition, deals with the years 1955-74, and the thorough examination of the 

corporation’s policies during this time has been of use, particularly the ‘Broadcasting 

in the Seventies’ chapter.34 Briggs extensively details the controversy that surrounded 

the publication of the BBC pamphlet, Broadcasting in the Seventies, both internally 

and in the media, and the chapter has been a useful source for relating the impact of 

the corporation’s policies to Northern Ireland. Broadcasting in the Seventies is also 

dealt with in A.M. Gamham’s Hans Keller and the BBC: The Musical Conscience of 

British Broadcasting, /95 9-7940 as well as Humphrey Carpenter’s The Envy of the 

World: Fifty years of the BBC Third Programme and Radio J.41 Carpenter’s history of 

the Third Programme/Radio Three provides excellent insight into the BBC’s attitude 

towards classical music 1946-96, and helps foster an understanding of the 

corporation’s nationwide policies, explaining how these related to regional stations 

such as Northern Ireland. Whereas Briggs’s history only goes as far as 1974, 

Carpenter also covers the period when the Ulster Orchestra was enlarged in 1981, and 

has provided useful information on the debates that took place concerning the 

proposed disbandment of regional orchestras at this time.42 Nicholas Kenyon’s BBC 

Symphony Orchestra: The First Fifty years, 1930-1980 also discusses the 

confrontation with the MU in 1980, while its appendices have provided detailed 

information on members of staff at the corporation that is not to be found elsewhere.4 '

Martin McLoone, Broadcasting in a divided community: Seventy years of the BBC in Northern 

Ireland (Belfast: The Institute of Irish studies, Queen’s University Belfast, 1996).

39 Asa Briggs, Competition: The History of Broadcasting in the United Kingdom (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1995), V, pp. 719-810.

40 A.M. Garnham, Hans Keller and the BBC: The musical conscience of British broadcasting, 1959-79 

(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003). See chapter 6, ’Dissent’, pp. 149-73.

41 Humphrey Carpenter, The Envy of the World: Fifty years of the Third Programme and Radio 3 

(London: Phoenix, 1996), pp. 250-8.

43 Carpenter, The Envy of the World, pp. 306-7.

4~’ For personalia see Nicholas Kenyon, The BBC Symphony Orchestra: The first fifty years 1930-1980 

(London: BBC, 1981), pp. 439-46.
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While there is currently no published history of the MU, a research project 

based at the University of Glasgow is currently being undertaken with the aim of 

exploring the role this organisation has played in the musical, cultural and political 

life of the UK since the Union was formed in 1893. It is hoped that this will result in a 

number of publications, though in the meantime the project has developed a website, 

The Musicians ’ Union: A Social History that contains a wide range of information on 

the MU.44 Information gathered from this source has helped form an understanding of 

the crucial role this organisation played in the various amalgamation attempts in 

Northern Ireland throughout the 1970s, and it is hoped that this can be developed 

further when the MU research project is complete.

Currently, there is no published literature relating to ACNI, and an appraisal of 

this organisation’s role in the region’s artistic life is perhaps now overdue.* * * 4^ In the 

absence of any texts on cultural provision in Northern Ireland, Andrew Sinclair’s Arts 

and Cultures: The History of the 50 years of the Arts Council of Great Britain has 

been useful, offering comparisons between this organisation and its counterpart in 

Ulster.4<’ Rowland Lucas’s The Voice of a Nation? A concise account of the BBC in 

Wales, 1923-79 has also been a helpful point of reference, containing information on 

the collaboration between the Arts Council of Great Britain (ACGB) and the BBC in 

the region during the 1960s,47 a precedent for the proposed co-operation between 

ACNI and the BBC in Northern Ireland in the 1970s. Terence O’Neill’s memoirs, The 

Autobiography of Terence O'Neill and his Ulster at the Crossroads book offer some 

insight into his tenure as Prime Minister of Northern Ireland, as well as containing 

information of his appreciation of classical music.4S This interest proved significant

44 The Musicians' Union: A Social History < http://www.muhistory.com> (Accessed 8 April 2014).

4’ For this reason the majority of information relating to ACNI has been gathered from primary source 

material, and is dealt with in the Archival Sources section below.

46 Andrew Sinclair, Arts and Cultures: The History of the Fifty years of the Arts Council of Great 

Britain (London: Sinclair-Stevenson, 1995).

4 Rowland Lucas, Voice of a Nation? A concise account of the BBC in Wales, 1923-73 (Llandysul: 

Comer Press, 1981), pp. 66-9 and pp. 225-6.

45 Terence O’Neill, The Autobiography of Terence O We///(London: Hart-Davis, 1972) and Terence 

O’Neill, Ulster at the Crossroads, with an introduction from John Cole (London: Faber & Faber, 

1969).
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when it came to the formation of the Ulster Orchestra in 1966, as I argue in the 

chapter on the Ulster Orchestra’s formation,44 and these memoirs have helped 

illustrate this point. Gillian McIntosh’s The Force of Culture: Unionist Identities in 

Twentieth-Century Ireland examines the Unionist Parliament’s attitude towards 

various aspects of the arts, though only up to the 1950s, so its use here has been 

limited. 0 A further article from McIntosh, ‘CEMA and the National Anthem: The 

Arts and the State in Post-War Northern Ireland'^1 contains valuable information on 

the establishment of CEMA as well as the CBO, while her ‘Stormont’s Ill-timed 

Jubilee: The Ulster ’71 Exhibition’5'details ACNI’s involvement in the ill-fated 

Ulster ’71 exhibition, arranged to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of Northern 

Ireland.

Other published material relating to this research includes policy documents 

produced by ACNI and the BBC. ACNI’s Annual Reports vary in length and detail; 

some including brief comments on the year’s activities, others providing a 

comprehensive justification of the Council's artistic direction. Overall, the 

information contained in the series of reports from 1943-83 has been an invaluable 

source, albeit sometimes unpredictable and inconsistent. Nevertheless, these 

documents allow for ACNI’s progress to be gauged at yearly intervals, and are 

regularly cited throughout the thesis. Speeches made at the Council’s Annual General 

Meetings generally mirrored the information published in the corresponding Annual 

Report, but as there was no foreword to ACNI’s 1968-9 report, the address given by 

Ken Jamison at the 1969 AGM, The Arts in a Small Community has also been 

consulted.Policy booklets from the BBC, Broadcasting in the Seventies: The BBC's

See pp. 77-81 below.

50 Gillian McIntosh, The Force of Culture: Unionist Identities in Twentieth Century Ireland (Cork: 

Cork University Press, 1999).

M New Hibernia Review Vol. 5, No. 3, Autumn 2001, pp. 22-31.

New Hibernia Review Vol. 11, No. 2, Summer 2007, pp. 17-39.

” Kenneth Jamison, The Arts in a Small Community, an address given at the twenty-third Annual 

General Meeting of ACNI, 19 December 1969.

19



Plan for Network Radio and Non-metropolitan Broadcasting'^ and Music and the 

BBC^ written by Director-General Charles Curran were essentially manifestos from 

the BBC, setting out its objectives for music and broadcasting. Commissioned by 

ACGB, Alan Peacock’s Report on Orchestral Resources in Great Britain also 

analyses the state of affairs regarding orchestral subsidy in Britain, and while it does 

not mention the Ulster Orchestra, is useful for gaining an understanding of the 

relationship between the BBC and ACGB at this time.56

A significant amount of comment has also been drawn from newspapers, local 

and national. Locally, the Belfast Telegraph and Belfast Newsletter provided 

extensive musical coverage throughout the period under scrutiny - much more-so 

than today, as arts coverage in the press has become increasingly limited - and the 

position of music critic for these publications was a respected position in Northern 

Irish cultural circles. The position of ‘Rathcof, the pseudonym adopted by the music 

critic of the Belfast Telegraph was particularly symbolic, as between 1925 and 1943 

Norman Hay - a well-known local composer - used this column to voice his 

influential opinions. This tradition was upheld by subsequent Rathcols, including 

Nevin Foster (1943-51), Lister Wood (1951-5), James Milliken (1955-68) and Leslie 

McCarrison (1968-2003). Foster, Wood and Milliken followed in Hay's footsteps by 

regularly dedicating columns to the music issues of the time, and were all fully 

supportive of CEMA/ACNI’s efforts to develop musical appreciation in the region. 

McCarrison was perhaps less outspoken in his writing style than his predecessors, 

concentrating more on individual concert and record reviews rather than discussing 

broader themes, and this is reflected in the comparatively limited quotation from his 

columns throughout the thesis. In the Belfast Newsletter, the longstanding music critic 

Donald Caims was also a regular commentator on concert life and has been frequently 

referenced in the dissertation. The Irish News also contained music reviews, though to 

a lesser extent than the regions other two news outlets. The Northern Whig was

4 BBC, Broadcasting in the Seventies: The BBC's plan for network radio and non-metropolitan 

broadcasting (London: BBC, 1969).

’ Charles Curran, Music and the BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation, 1970).

Alan Peacock, A report on orchestral resources in Great Britain (London: Arts Council, 1970).
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another Belfast-based newspaper that employed a music critic, though this ceased 

publication in 1963, meaning that its use here has been limited.

While it has been attempted to find relevant newspaper comment on all the 

main issues of the period, at present, the only method of accessing articles is either by 

hand or through microfilm. Identifying music columns in the Belfast Telegraph was 

particularly difficult, as the newspaper was published in several editions throughout 

each day, and it was often that case that a review was omitted from the final edition, 

so it is possible that some important columns have gone unnoticed. Other Northern 

Irish newspapers that have been consulted include the Derry Standard and The 

Londonderry’ Sentinel for concerts that took place in Derry, and the Enniskillen-based 

Impartial Reporter, run by the father of the renowned pianists Joan and Valerie 

Trimble.5 The Irish Times is accessible online and contains several excellent articles 

relating to concert life in the north of Ireland, particularly those written by the 

newspaper’s longstanding music critic Charles Acton. Of the British newspapers. The 

Guardian and The Observer have provided the best coverage of orchestral concerts in 

Belfast, particularly during the Ulster Orchestra’s inaugural season when Stephen 

Walsh monitored the orchestra’s progress. The Financial Times regularly sent critics 

to Belfast to review opera productions and the Belfast Festival, though coverage of 

orchestral concerts does not feature highly. The Times and The Sunday Times 

occasionally reviewed concerts in Belfast, though the extent of their coverage is 

disappointing when compared to The Guardian. The Musical Times occasionally 

included Northern Ireland in its regional reports, and Hilary Bracefield contributed a 

handful of insightful of articles about the Ulster Orchestra to Music and Musicians in 

the early 1980s. From its formation in 1970, the Belfast-based Fortnight magazine 

contained excellent coverage of concert life in the city, with lively and pertinent 

criticisms from its music critic, Mark Storey. Other relevant news outlets include The 

Listener magazine, published by the BBC and the Ulster Orchestra’s newsletter. 

Fanfare, though the latter was only published for a short period during the early 

1980s.

Joan Trimble later edited the newspaper, and the family owned the publication until 2006.
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Archival Sources

While much of the published literature listed here deals with the overall context of 

classical music in Northern Ireland, or a detailed examination of particular aspects of 

musical life, there is a relative paucity of material specifically written about the 

history of orchestral music in the region. For this reason, the research undertaken for 

this thesis has been primarily based around archival material, newspaper articles and 

interviews. The use of these different strands of research has allowed me to build a 

completely fresh perspective of the period, incorporating documentary material, 

contemporary opinion and retrospective viewpoints. Useful though the existing 

published material has been, it is time for a thorough re-examination of how 

orchestral music in Northern Ireland has developed since 1945, and using the 

available sources 1 have attempted to produce a much more comprehensive analysis of 

the period than has been previously undertaken.

To begin with, Ulster Orchestra concert programmes and season brochures 

accessed at the Public Records Office of Northern Ireland (PRONI), the Linenhall 

Library and Belfast’s Central Library have provided details of programming, 

conductors, soloists and ticket prices. There are, however, many gaps in these 

collections, resulting in the need to access information from elsewhere, such as 

newspaper reviews or ACNI Annual Reports. These library collections also contain 

programmes for GOSNI and NIOT productions, and various other miscellaneous 

events, meaning that there is future scope for more extensive research in these area. 

David Byers is currently compiling a database of Ulster Orchestra programmes,5’' and 

once this is complete it will prove an invaluable resource when documenting the 

history of the orchestra.

The Linenhall Library has recently created an online resource, the Digital 

Theatre Archive, which contains scanned versions of various event programmes 

housed in the library.'4 While this is mainly concerned with theatre productions, some 

Belfast Festival concert programmes have been uploaded, as have the ACNI Annual 

Reports. Although it does not feature digitised material, the Belfast Festival’s Festival

For biographical information on David Byers, see Personalia below.

Digital Theatre Archive <www.digitaltheatrearchive.com> (Accessed 5 October 2013).



Anthology' website,60 gives background information on the history of the festival, and 

contains a database listing events from previous festivals. Some programmes are also 
available through private collections, such as on David Byers’s website. 61 

Programmes and other information relating to the SOG has been acquired from the 

Havelock Nelson Archive housed in the McClay library at QUB, taken from the 

various ‘Scrap notebooks’ Nelson collated. Nelson meticulously collected 

programmes and reviews of events he was involved in, which have been a 

considerable aid to this thesis, particularly during the early stages of my research. 

Nelson’s archive also contains several portfolios of his compositions, though these are 

unrelated to the main themes in the thesis. The debates of the NI Parliament 1921-72 

have been made accessible online, which have been worthwhile for the occasions 

when arts subsidy was discussed in the Parliament.62 Unfortunately, there is no 

equivalent resource for the period of Direct Rule from 1972-81, so information on the 

government’s funding for ACN1 during this period is limited.

Research undertaken at PRONI and the BBC Written Archive Centre, 

Caversham (BBC WAC), has provided the majority of source material cited in this 

thesis, many of these documents having never been examined before. This has 

allowed me to gain insight into the issues of music provision in the region that has not 

been considered previously, helping to forge a balanced view of the debates that were 

conducted within the BBC and ACNI, as well as between the two organisations. The 

BBC WAC holds extensive material dating back to the corporation’s founding in 

1922, however, at present external researchers are permitted to see files only up until 

1979. Each file consulted is subject to the BBC’s own vetting procedure, and any 

material deemed sensitive is removed. The tiles used for this research fall into two 

categories: Northern Ireland files (Nl), which originate from the BBC’s base in 

Belfast and Radio files (R), which contain information relating to the BBC NI 

Orchestra. The embargo on any post-1979 files means that the BBC’s reasoning for 

the disbandment of its Northern Ireland orchestra and the decision to subsidise an

<'0 Belfast Festival Anthology <www.belfastfestivalanthology.com> (Accessed 19 August 2013).

61 Byers Music <www.byersmusic.com> (Accessed 5 October 2013).

62 The Stormont Papers: 50 years of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates online, ‘Government of 

Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates’ <http://stormontpapers.ahds.ac.uk> (Accessed 20 August 

2012).
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enlarged Ulster Orchestra is not available, though correspondence and other 

documents relating to the BBC’s role in this scheme is contained in the ACNI Archive 

at PRONI, partly compensating for this gap in the BBC archive. While the release of 

fdes housed at Caversham remains at the BBC’s discretion, the 1979 cut-off point is 

currently under review, and once this is extended there will be the opportunity for 

further examination of negotiations from this period.

PRONI is the official archive for Northern Ireland, and holds records relating 

to government departments and non-departmental public bodies, as well as privately 

deposited archives. As a publicly funded body, ACNI’s archive is housed in PRONI, 

though this is not the only collection that contains documents relevant to the present 

research. As well as the various concert and opera concert programme collections 

(D2708, D3493 and D3999), the GOSNI/NIOT archive contains a near complete run 

of programmes for the company (D3224). The Prime Minister’s correspondence (PM) 

is also accessible and contains a handful of letters relating to the arts, which 

significantly include calls for better orchestral provision in the region, and gives an 

indication of the contrasting views of Basil Brooke and Terence O’Neill in this 

respect. Local Authority (L.A) papers are also housed in PRONI, and information 

regarding the Belfast Corporation’s contribution towards the formation of the CBO 

has been explored, though files dealing with Belfast City Council's (as Belfast 

Corporation was renamed in 1973) subsidy towards an enlarged Ulster Orchestra in 

1981 are currently closed access and have not been able to be consulted. The papers 

of J. Ritchie McKee, President of CEMA/ACNI, 1960-4 (D2435) contain 

correspondence documents regarding the CBO, while the private archive of Peter 

Montgomery (D627) also contains some correspondence relating to his time as 

President of the Council/”

The Arts Council of Northern Ireland archive (AC) is extensive, containing 

numerous files relating to all aspects of the Council's activities. There is nearly a full 

complement of minutes for the ACNI Board and various other committees (Standing 

Committee, Music Committee and Ulster Orchestra Committee), and while this has 

proved to be a steady source of reliable factual information and records the decisions 

taken by the Council, it is often the case that the minutiae of these meetings have been

63 See Personalia and Appendix 8, fig. 28 below.
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omitted. This was confirmed in an interview with David Greer, who served on the 

ACNI Board:

The thing about Board meetings is by that stage everything has become 

quite sanitised; it would be a great help if you could get to some of the 

working documents, the notes that formed the basis of decisions at a 

lower level. I remember at board meetings everything was presented very 

neat and tidily, and you weren’t aware of the blood and guts on the floor 

that produced this thing!'14

Although the minutes of meetings are limited in their content, the series of files under 

the heading ‘Orchestra’ (AC/5/3) are much more comprehensive, containing 

correspondence, statistics, photographs and policy papers, and have proved extremely 

useful in examining the amalgamation attempts between the Ulster Orchestra and 

BBC NI Orchestra, and the subsequent Ulster Orchestra enlargement. The ‘Captain P. 

Montgomery Correspondence and Working Papers’ contained in the ACNI archive 

(AC/12) have been another valuable resource, particularly the President’s 

correspondence. As a publicly funded body, access to much of ACNTs archive is 

restricted by the thirty-year rule that applies to government bodies. This means that in 

due course more up-to-date files will be made available, allowing for this research to 

be extended beyond 1981.

The final strand of information collated and utilised in this thesis has been 

drawn from a series of interviews I conducted during the course of this research 

(2010-4). I am deeply grateful to those who gave up their time to assist me in this 

respect, and who have provided unique, first-hand accounts of the events during the 

period in question. Interviewees were chosen based on their own experiences living in 

Northern Ireland, and I attempted to gather views from a wide range of perspectives. 

These included Northern Ireland natives who grew up and were working during the 

period in question (Philip Hammond, Joe McKee, Elizabeth Bicker, David Byers, 

Harry Grindle, Damian Frame and Michael McGuffin), many of whom went on to 

become involved in various aspects of music-making in the region. This included 

Hammond, who served as ACNI’s Music Officer, albeit after the period considered in 

this thesis. Hammond’s knowledge of ACNI’s internal workings provided useful

64 Interview with David Greer, 18 August 2011.
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context for the research conducted in this area, while he was also able to provide 

valuable advice regarding the ACNI archive at PRON1. Bicker and McGuffin 

provided first-hand accounts of their time working with NIOT and SOG respectively, 

while McKee and Grindle all offered some contextualisation of events, as well as their 

own recollections from the period. Having grown up in Newry, Damian Frame was 

able to provide information from a regional perspective, and highlighted the 

importance of Ulster Orchestra visits to centres outside Belfast. Through their 

involvement in various ACNI committees, David Greer, Leonard Pugh and Raymond 

Warren were able to offer insight into the debates that took place within the Council 

at this time, while Byers - who began working for BBC Northern Ireland in 1977 - 

was in a position to shed light on the BBC. Coming from backgrounds in academia, 

Greer, Warren and Hilary Bracefield each appreciated the particular challenges and 

style of a PhD project and provided constructive thoughts in relation to this. Although 

not a musician, Mark Storey was also an academic in the School of English at QUB, 

and provided views from the perspective of a music critic. To complete the range of 

interviewees, I regarded it as necessary to speak to players from the orchestras 

involved, and this was achieved by interviewing Chad Koelmeyer and David 

Openshaw, both of whom willingly talked about the various aspects of life as an 

orchestral musician in Northern Ireland during the period.

Due to the variety of backgrounds from which these interviewees came from, I 

did not have a fixed strategy when approaching each candidate. Instead, my 

methodology was based on gathering as much biographical information on each 

individual prior to the interview and using this as the basis for my questioning. 

Although I always had a series of questions prepared, I often allowed the conversation 

to progress naturally during the interview. If 1 wanted to explore something in more 

depth or if the interviewee was drifting off topic, I would then interject with a direct 

question. While the series of interviews listed here proved to be ample for the scale of 

this PhD project, it is recognised that further interviews would be desirable for an 

extended monograph on orchestral provision in Northern Ireland, allowing for a more 

comprehensive overview of the period. This would incorporate interviews with 

players from the BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra and the CBO, as well as more 

Ulster Orchestra musicians. If possible, it would be desirable to speak to some of the 

conductors who worked in Northern Ireland at this time, though unfortunately many
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of the Ulster Orchestra’s former Principal Conductors are now deceased. It is hoped 

that once there is a complete set of interviews, the discussions can be digitally 

preserved in order to form an archival resource for future researchers.
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I

‘The people of the city would welcome such concerts’: Orchestral music in

Belfast, 1945-64

At the beginning of the twentieth century, there was no ensemble in Belfast solely 

dedicated to the performance of orchestral music, nor was there an established 

tradition of performing this type of music in the city. Choral music dominated the 

musical landscape, the bulk of this being provided by the BPS, which had been 

established in 1874. Generally speaking, the BPS performed well-known oratorios - 

including Messiah annually - and the occasional unstaged performance of opera, and 

for these occasions the society put together its own orchestra. This ensemble 

comprised mainly local musicians, with some players hired from further afield in 

order to make up the full complement of players.' It was often difficult to find suitable 

woodwind players, who appeared to be in short supply nationally,1 2 though despite the 

difficulty of finding players, the BPS also put on some ‘Symphonic Concerts’. These 

featured orchestral music and cross channel soloists from Britain, however, E. 

Godfrey Brown’ - conductor of the BPS from 1912 to 1950 - later noted that these 

concerts ‘had to be forced by various wiles upon an unwilling public’ and that once 

interest grew ‘the wider public complained that there was now “too much music and

1 E. Godfrey Brown, ‘Music in Belfast’, in Music in Ireland: A Symposium, ed. by Aloys Fleischmann 

(Dublin: Cork University Press, 1952), p. 264.

2 Orchestras elsewhere also struggled in this regard. When the Dublin Orchestral Society was formed in 

1899, its founder, Michele Esposito, had faced the same problem in reaching a full complement, and 

recruited some of his wind players from the Royal Irish Constabulary [Jeremy Dibble, Michele 

Esposito (Dublin: Field Day, 2010), p. 79], As was the case in Belfast, Dibble notes that ‘there were 

quite a few proficient string players in the city’, though he attributes the shortage of wind players to the 

Conservatoire system in Britain: ‘wind instruments were not taught in conservatoires in the nineteenth 

century. For some years after the foundation of the Royal College of Music in London in 1893, the 

college orchestra had to engage the services of wind and brass players from the Crystal Palace and 

Philharmonic Orchestras. The situation persisted until teachers of wind instruments joined the staff and 
began to train student players’.

’ See Personalia and Appendix 8, fig. 1 below.
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not enough singing’”,4 * * an indication of where audience preferences lay. This chapter 

will outline the growth of orchestral music in the city from these inauspicious 

beginnings, through to the formation of the Ulster Orchestra in 1966, a hugely 

significant development for professional music-making in the region. Throughout this 

period the BBC supported orchestral music in Northern Ireland in various ways, from 

the success of its Belfast Wireless Orchestra in the pre-war era, to the varied results 

attained by the BBC NILO between 1949 and 1965. As will become apparent, the 

changes in BBC orchestral policy in the region often had a knock-on effect on other 

organisations, and this will be explored in detail. Visiting orchestras also formed an 

important part of Belfast's musical calendar, while the activities of the Belfast 

Symphony Orchestra (BSO) and CBO will also be documented, these organisations 

having fostered a greater appreciation of orchestral music in the city.

Context: Orchestral music in Belfast, pre-1945

An important musical development for Belfast came in 1924 with the creation of BBC 

Northern Ireland, and the region qualified for a BBC Orchestra based in Belfast, with 

Brown appointed as the station’s Music Director. Titled the Belfast Wireless 

Orchestra (BWO), the region’s ensemble originally contained seventeen players, 

increasing to thirty-one in 1931, and totalling thirty-five in 1939.:' Although not a full- 

sized symphony orchestra, the players appointed were a valuable addition to musical 

life in the city, having been recruited by Brown from various orchestras in England/’ 

Ruth Stanley has suggested that ‘the fact that none of the original players were 
Northern Irish was a reflection on orchestral standards in the region at that time’,7 

though the presence of a professional ensemble did much to foster a better 

appreciation of this type of music, as well as providing a basis for improved education 

in this area. Brown conducted the BWO while continuing as conductor of the BPS, 

which allowed him to utilise his BBC players for BPS concerts also. This ensured that

4 Brown, ‘Music in Belfast’, p. 263.

3 Ruth Stanley, ‘A formative force’, p. 66.

' Ibid.

7 Ibid.
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the BPS’s orchestra no longer lacked the woodwind players it required, while the 

addition of professional players increased the overall standard of playing. The 

creation of the BWO ensured that Belfast was well off in terms of orchestral provision 

in the late 1920s and into the 1930s, as an augmented ensemble of around seventy 

players performed on a weekly basis in the city. Brown noted that this orchestra 

'included some of the finest players which money could bring to Belfast’, while some 

of the leading soloists of the day were also engaged, such as pianist Myra Hess and 

soprano Elizabeth Schumann, though it was recorded that these artists failed to attract 

capacity audiences. 8 ‘Despite the fact that prices were within the reach of all’ Brown 

complained, ‘audiences were not yet experienced enough to appreciate the 

programmes to the full, and the concert hall was seldom filled to capacity’.4 The BPS 

also performed with several distinguished guest conductors, including Edward Elgar 

(who conducted a performance of The Dream of Gerontius in 1932), Henry Wood, 

Hamilton Harty, Granville Bantock, Hugh Allen, George Dyson and Arthur Bliss.10 

These concerts were supplemented by Wednesday afternoon concerts put on by the 

BBC orchestra in the Ulster Museum, to which admission was free." Brown noted 

that these concerts were successful in educating the public, as ‘audiences gradually 

made the acquaintance of the standard works of the repertory’, ensuring that by the 

late 1930s there was a greater appreciation of this type of music in Belfast than there 

had been prior to the BBC's formation.

As concert life in Belfast flourished during the 1920s, ticket prices remained at 

an affordable level, as the expense for orchestral concerts was almost entirely covered 

by the BBC.* 1" The situation changed in 1930, with the formation of the BBC 

Symphony Orchestra in London, a development that came at substantial cost to the 

BBC and impacted on the amount of subsidy allocated to regional orchestras.1' The 

BBC’s BWO found itself giving fewer concerts, and it was becoming clear that

8 Brown, ‘Music in Belfast’, p. 264.

9 Ibid.

1(1 Ibid.

11 Ibid.

12 Johnston, ‘Music in Ireland since 1921’, p. 655.

1 ’ Stanley, ‘A formative force’, p. 65.
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funding from other sources was necessary to finance orchestral music in Belfast. In 

1927, the first real attempt to form a municipal orchestra for Belfast was made by the 

local composer and music critic, E. Norman Hay. In 1925 Hay had started 

contributing concert reviews to the Belfast Telegraph under the pseudonym 'Rathcof, 

and the influence this column wielded made its author an important figure.14 

Proposing to establish a professional orchestra in Belfast that would give concerts 

with an affordable price of admission, Hay sent out an appeal to 250 ‘music-lovers’ in 

the city in the hope of gaining financial support by way of a guarantee, including 

Northern Ireland’s Prime Minister, James Craig. Although there was sympathy for 

Hay’s cause, this did not amount to a sufficient amount of financial support, and 

nothing came of the scheme. Craig also failed to back the proposal, his private 

secretary indicating to Hay that the Prime Minister politely declined the offer of 

patronage:

While Lord Craigavon [as Craig was also known] is in entire sympathy 

with any scheme for the object of furthering the arts, he has so many calls 

upon his purse in connection with the prevalence of so much distress in 

our midst that he finds it very difficult to extend his subscriptions.|s

The matter of a municipal orchestra was laid to rest for the time being 

therefore, though the city continued to be served by the BBC public concerts as well 

as the BPS’s orchestra until 1939, when the BBC disbanded its Northern Ireland 

orchestra following the outbreak of the Second World War. The BBC in London had 

planned for the eventuality of war throughout 1939, and a reduction in regional 

broadcasting was implemented as part of its cutbacks."’ Many members of the BBC 

NI Orchestra (as the BWO had been renamed in 1935) joined the armed forces, while 

others were transferred to England,1 meaning that concert life in Belfast became 

difficult to sustain throughout the war years. The BBC maintained some level of 

orchestral provision in the region during this time with the formation of David

14 See ‘Rathcol’ in Personalia below.

PRON1, PM/2/8/128: Letter from Lieutenant Blackmore, Private Secretary for Lord Craigavon to E. 

Norman Hay, 29 September 1927.

16 Cathcart, The Most Contrary Region, p. 101.

17 Ibid.
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Curry’s BBC Irish Rhythms Orchestra, a smaller ensemble dedicated to performing 

light repertoire, concentrating in particular on Irish music.Ix Curry composed and 

arranged the music himself, and the resulting programmes have been described as ‘the 

most successful ever produced on radio in Northern Ireland’,14 an indication of their 

popularity with audiences. This ‘sophisticated ceili band operation’ continued to 

entertain once the War was over; though it was not intended to be a substitute for its 

predecessor, and the termination of the original BBC NI Orchestra undoubtedly left a 

musical void in the city.

Public concerts in Belfast did not cease altogether during the period 1939-45, 

as the BPS continued to present concerts - albeit in a restricted form - and there were 

professional artists from Britain who occasionally visited."1 There were other ventures 

also, including a ‘Festival of Music’ that took place in St Peter’s Church on the 

Antrim Road in 1942. Instigated by Crossley Clitheroe - a musician based in Belfast 

- this was an attempt to maintain interest in classical music and musical culture during 

the war, and despite the venue being a twenty-minute tram journey from the city 

centre, the festival proved to be a success, with Clitheroe noting ‘satisfactory’ 

audience numbers. A String Orchestra made up of prominent local players was 

formed for the occasion, and using the following as the basis of his argument, 

Clitheroe approached the Belfast Corporation in the hope of gaining assistance:

The people of the city would, the festival has proved it, welcome such 

concerts; the players are anxious to make their contribution to the

ls Boucher, ‘Classical Music’, p. 142.

19 Cathcart, The Most Contrary Region, p. 98.

20 As described by BBC staff member Henry McMullan, quoted in ibid.

21 Johnston, ‘Music in Ireland since 1921’, p. 657. Johnston comments that ‘what is remarkable is not 

how little public music-making there was in Northern Ireland in the war years, but how much: in 

particular, how many artists of quality made the crossing from Britain, with all its restrictions and 

hazards’.

22 Clitheroe appears to have been an active musician who left the city soon after the war, when he was 

appointed Director of Music for the Guildford Corporation in Surrey.

PRONI. LA/7/3/E/9/4: Correspondence between Crossley Clitheroe and J.A. Sidney Stendall 

(Curator of Ulster Museum), 15 June 1942.
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cultural life of the city; and I am prepared to arrange and conduct 

programmes of good music for the benefit of the citizens. To be frank 

about it, many of us feel that it is a disgrace to this city that it is, 

possibly, the only one of its size in the British Isles where such music 

cannot be heard regularly. It is the subject of much adverse comment by 

visitors to Belfast.24

As this approach preceded the formation of CEMA NI in 1943, the town Corporation 

would have been the most likely source of funding for this type of venture, mirroring 

the pattern of funding for municipal music-making in the UK at this time. In response 

to Clitheroe’s request, the ‘General Purposes Committee’ of the Belfast Corporation 

considered the proposal and conducted its own research into the funding for municipal 

orchestras in other parts of the UK so as to gauge whether his assertion that Belfast 

was ‘the only city of its size in the British Isles where [orchestral music] cannot be 

heard regularly’ was accurate."' On receiving replies from other municipal authorities 

detailing how much they spent on orchestral provision, the Belfast Corporation 

realised that other cities of comparable size did not set aside substantial funds for this 

purpose, as the summary in Table 1 illustrates:

PRONI. LA/7/15/AA/3: Belfast Corporation, Minutes of the General Purposes Sub-Committee, 12 

October 1942.
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Table 1: Funding for municipal orchestras in UK cities, 1942 26

City
Estimated
population

Comments

Belfast 444,500

Birmingham 1,052,900
Corporation made an annual grant of £2,500

towards City of Birmingham Orchestra

Bradford 287,500 No municipal orchestra

Bristol 419,200 No municipal orchestra

Edinburgh 439,010

No municipal orchestra. £150 per annum

paid to University for maintenance of Reid

Orchestra

Leeds 497,000

No Municipal Orchestra. Corporation

guaranteed £500 per annum towards losses

promoted by Northern Philharmonia

Orchestra

Liverpool 822,400
Liverpool Corporation paid £4,000 per year

to Philharmonic Society

Manchester 727,600
Before the war began the City Council

funded several Halle concerts each year

Newcastle-

upon-Tyne
293,400 No municipal orchestra

Although Leeds and Edinburgh did allocate small grants for orchestral music on an 

annual basis, the Belfast Corporation noted that it was not unique in its policy of not

PRONI, LA/7/3/E/9/4: Summary of replies received from UK cities, 17-29 October 1942.
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funding orchestral music, and used this for the basis for rejecting the proposals, taking 

the decision not to pursue the matter further.27

Visiting orchestras and the Belfast Symphony Orchestra, 1945-7

The situation in which orchestral concerts continued in a reduced manner remained 

unchanged until the end of the War, and as everyday life began to return to normal in 

May 1945, it was expected that the BBC would restore its Northern Ireland orchestra. 

Despite public pressure on the BBC to reconstitute an orchestra in Belfast immediately 

after the war, the Regional Director, George Marshall, was informed by a Senior 

Controller in London that:

I can see a distant possibility that we might require some time after the 

War a new orchestra of a particular type, and then conceivably might be 

led to locate it in Belfast in view of your fine new studios and premises,

but I do not feel myself that it would be right to reconstitute the orchestra
28on the basis of what are really local PR arguments.

It was not until 1949 that the Belfast station was allocated an orchestra once again, 

though Northern Ireland was not completely deprived of orchestral concerts during 
this period. Following the formation of CEMA in 1943,21 a grant-giving body

27 Although there is no record of the matter being formally dropped in the Minutes of the General 

Purposes Committee, it was decided to defer consideration of the matter until a further meeting once 

the replies from other cities were received. No such meeting ever took place, so it must be assumed that 

the information obtained from the replies formed the grounds for putting the matter to rest.

2H Quoted in Cathcart, The Most Contrary Region, p. 151. The ‘fine new studios’ referred to were part 

of the BBC’s Broadcasting House, Belfast, opened in 1941.

29 The Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts in Northern Ireland: This venture dates 

back to 1940, when QUB received £750 from the Pilgrim Trust for the promotion of 'Music for the 

People’ and ‘Art for the People’. The success of this experiment prompted CEMA’s formation along 

the lines of its English counterpart (also called CEMA). The Trust agreed to contribute £1,500 a year, 

for two years, on the condition that the Government of Northern Ireland would give a similar sum each 

year and take over financial responsibility of the scheme after the initial two-year period. The 
Government agreed to this, making a grant of £1,500 a year for two years, intimating that it would 

continue this subsidy if necessary. CEMA held its first meeting on 1 February 1943. [CEMA Nl
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modelled on its UK counterpart, sponsorship from this source provided the 

opportunity for leading British orchestras to perform in Belfast in the immediate post

war era, visits that were to become commonplace during this period.30 In the pre-war 

era, there had been occasional visits by British orchestras to Northern Ireland, and this 

tradition was resumed in April 1946 when the Liverpool Philharmonic became the 

first to visit since 1939. Promoted by CEMA, this series of four concerts was greeted 

with much enthusiasm by audiences, and the Ulster Hall was filled to capacity on 

each night,31 while the Belfast Telegraph described it as ‘CEMA’s most completely 

successful musical venture from every point of view’. '2 This was followed by a series 

of concerts in the Ulster Hall by the London Philharmonic Orchestra in July 1946, 

also in association with CEMA, and a visit by the Halle Orchestra in August of that 

year. Sponsored independently by D.I. Smyth and Co. of Queen’s Arcade in Belfast’s 

city centre, the Halle presented three concerts in the King's Hall at Balmoral to a 

combined audience exceeding 16,000 (approx. 5,000 per night).3' Advertised as 

‘Belfast’s Greatest Musical Occasion’,34 this visit - along with the success of the 

concerts put on by the Liverpool and London Philharmonic Orchestras earlier in the 

year - demonstrated that having been starved of high quality orchestral playing for the 

previous six years, Belfast audiences were now genuinely enthusiastic when it came

Annual Report, 1943-4, p. 2], and in 1963 was renamed the Arts Council of Northern Ireland. [ACN1 

Annual Report, 1962-3, p. 1],

30 See Appendix 1 below for a list of performances by visiting orchestras in Belfast in the post-war 

period.

31 CEMA N1 Annual Report, 1946-7, p. 13.

Belfast Telegraph. 15 April 1946.

33 Belfast Telegraph. August 30 1946. No such event had ever taken place in Belfast prior to this, and 

although John Barbirolli (the conductor on the occasion) told a Belfast Telegraph reporter that when 

the King’s Hall is full “it is as good, if not better acoustically than the Albert Hall, London”, the same 

reporter noted that ‘at times details of rhythm were slightly blurred and sound carried into actual rests’ 

[Belfast Telegraph. 28 August 1946], Judging by this, it can be assumed that the hall was not 

particularly helpful to the orchestra, though this obviously did not prevent people attending the 

concerts.

j4 Advertisement in the Belfast Telegraph, 12 June 1946. See Appendix 8, fig. 5 below.
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to supporting this form of entertainment, perhaps due to greater exposure to this type 

of music throughout the late-1920s and 1930s.

As well as the performances by visiting orchestras, an ensemble titled the 

Belfast Symphony Orchestra was formed in October 1945 by local musicians, who, 

according to Rathcol, were motivated by a desire to ‘get back to serious music

making’ following the end of the war.35 As was the case with the BBC’s Irish 

Rhythms Orchestra, Curry conducted this new ensemble, and it was directed by Philip 

Whiteway,36 who had led the BBC NI Orchestra before the Second World War, 

though little is known about the rest of the players involved. Given Curry’s and 

Whiteway’s BBC association, it may well have been the case that other musicians 

who played with the BBC NI Orchestra before its disbandment in 1939 and were still 

resident in Belfast were part of the BSO set-up. The orchestra’s first concert took 

place in Belfast’s Wellington Hall on 9 November 1945, its thirty-five members 

taking part on a voluntary basis, with net proceeds being used to pay the few extra 

players necessary to reach a full complement of instruments and to bring over soloists 

from the UK. The programme featured Beethoven’s Egmont and Rossini’s II barbiere 

di Siviglia overtures, Schumann’s Piano Concerto with Edward Pearl, Haydn’s 

Symphony No. 97 as well as some choral contributions from the Ormiston Choir, one 

of the many choral societies active in the city at that time. The venture appears to 

have been musically successful, attracting a large audience, and Rathcol gave the 

following positive review:

It was heartening to see such a very big audience in the Wellington Hall on 

Friday evening for the opening concert of the recently formed Belfast 

Symphony Orchestra. No scheme could have had a better send-off in this 

respect, and if its permanence can be assured by public support alone, it 

would seem that Belfast will certainly be better served in the way of 

orchestral concerts than it has been in recent years.

” Belfast Telegraph, 26 October 1945.

Whiteway continued to direct the Belfast Symphony Orchestra until he left Belfast in November 

1946 to take up the position of leader in the reformed BBC Welsh Orchestra [Lucas, Voice of a 

Nation?, p. 148], it having become apparent by then that Belfast was not to be granted a BBC 

orchestra.
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So far as the orchestra itself was concerned, it was, I thought a distinctly 

promising debut, judged by the best standard achieved during the evening.

To say this, of course, is to imply that matters were not always uniform in 

this respect. Nerves, which are incidental to such an occasion, were often 

in evidence ... the playing, however, gained in confidence as the 

programme progressed.1

While the voluntary basis on which musicians took part meant that the 

orchestra’s overheads were minimal, it was clear that some sort of subsidy was 

necessary to ensure the orchestra’s permanence, something that Rathcol campaigned 

for, commenting that:

I sincerely hope that the scheme will in time lead to something more 

ambitious. But 1 think it will ultimately be necessary to put matters on a 

sound financial basis if the orchestra is to be maintained as a first-rate 

ensemble. It will, I think, be necessary to pay all the players, and this will 

only be possible if the orchestra can succeed in getting a subsidy in one 

form or another. 's

In an attempt to persuade the Belfast Corporation to allocate some funding to the 

fledgling ensemble, the BSO’s Secretary, Frank Rea, approached the Town Clerk 

requesting a meeting on the matter. Citing the failed approach made by Clitheroe in 

1942, the reply was far from encouraging:

I have to say that the question of the formation of a municipal orchestra 

was before the Belfast Corporation in January 1943 when the proposal 

did not receive any substantial support. Accordingly the matter was 

dropped.

Unless there has been a change of attitude in the meantime, which I very 

much doubt, 1 do not think that an interview with myself on the subject 

would be helpful to the proposition. 4

Belfast Telegraph, 10 November 1945.

Belfast Telegraph, 26 October 1945.

’ PRONI, LA/7/3/E/9/4: Letter from J. Dunlop (Town Clerk) to Frank Rea, 18 August 1945.
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Unsurprisingly, the request was rejected, with the minutes of the Corporation’s 

General Purposes Committee simply recording that ‘the Committee regretted that 

they were not able to entertain the proposal’.40 The BSO was, however, more 

successful in its request for a grant from CEMA, who agreed to sponsor its concert 

on 22 February 1946, their contribution covering the fees of the professional solo 

pianist William Young.41 Although CEMA’s grant was not sufficient to ensure that 

the musicians in the orchestra received some payment, it is worth noting that the 

Council was still in its relative infancy at this time, and its main concern during the 

immediate post-war period was that of sponsoring the aforementioned visits of major 

UK-based orchestras, as well as opera companies. While CEMA’s main focus was 

visits such as these, it was unlikely that it would be able to fully subsidise a local 

orchestra.

A further grant from CEMA was allocated to the BSO for its 1946-7 season, 

though again this was a small sum of just £30 to cover the cost of a guest 

conductor.1 * * 4' While CEMA noted that the BSO had been ‘making praiseworthy 

efforts to promote orchestra music in Belfast’,4' this was the extent of the financial 

support it received. The lack of subsidy allocated to the orchestra prompted Rathcol 

to reiterate his calls for support from public sources, commenting in the wake of the 

Liverpool Philharmonic’s 1946 visit that:

Naturally enough we are all envious that Liverpool can maintain an 

orchestra of this calibre on a permanent basis, while Belfast has no 

ensemble of comparable kind. One fact, however, emerges quite plainly 

from the visit of this orchestra. It is that our lack of an absolutely first-rate 

ensemble is an economic question more than anything else ... The only 

remedy, in my view, is a government grant in addition to municipal aid.

1 PRONI, LA/7/15/AA/3: Belfast Corporation, Minutes of the General Purposes Committee, 5

November 1945.

41 CEMA NI Annual Report, 1945-6, p. 9.

4'CEMA N1 Annual Report. 1946-7, p. 18.

44 CEMA NI Annual Report, 1946-7, p. 16.
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Certainly so far as Northern Ireland is concerned I doubt whether a 

permanent orchestra could otherwise be run satisfactorily.44

Struggling to maintain its existence without sufficient subsidy, in January 1947 the 

BSO approached Belfast Corporation’s General Purposes Committee once again in 

the hope of securing funding for its activities.* * * 4^ Now that the orchestra was better 

established, and also supported by CEMA - the Council formally backed this 

approach - the Belfast Corporation decided to obtain information from other UK 

cities regarding Municipal Orchestras, as it had done in 1942. The replies were much 

the same as on the previous occasion: Birmingham, Liverpool and Manchester made 

significant financial contributions towards their respective orchestras, as did 

Glasgow, with Edinburgh’s local authority making a smaller contribution to concert 

life there. There were still no Municipal Orchestras in Bradford, Bristol, or 

Newcastle, while Leeds Corporation had made the decision, in conjunction with 

eight other Yorkshire Towns, to establish the Yorkshire Symphony Orchestra. 

Having considered this information, the members of the Belfast Corporation’s 

General Purposes Committee were divided on the issue. It was proposed by 

Alderman Midgely that a sub-committee be set up To explore the position with the 

organisations concerned and report’,4 though this proposal failed to gain enough 

support among the members and the matter was dropped altogether. Terence O’Neill, 

who at that time was an MP, raised the matter in the Stormont Parliament in 

December 1947 following the failure of the proposal brought to the Belfast 

Corporation. Voicing his support for orchestral provision, O’Neill raised the question 

of whether the Prime Minister ‘will investigate the possibility of establishing an

44 Belfast Telegraph, 19 April 1946.

45 PRONI, LA/7/15/AA/3: Belfast Corporation, Minutes of the General Purposes Committee, 20 

January 1947.

46 Ibid.

4 PRONI, LA/7/15/AA/3: Belfast Corporation. Minutes of the General Purposes Committee, 19 May 

1947. Harold Midgley was a prominent Labour politician who later became Minister for Education.
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Ulster Orchestra’. As had been the case in the Belfast chamber, the response was 

less than encouraging, with Basil Brooke’s reply noting that:

... the establishment of an Ulster Orchestra would, I am advised, be a 

very costly undertaking, and I do not think that, especially in these 

difficult times, this is a matter in which the government can take the
. ... 49initiative.

Although the proposition did have some backing within the Belfast 

Corporation and was raised in the NI Parliament, this support was of little consolation 

to the BSO, which was forced to cease its activities just two years after it was formed 

due to lack of financial support. As Rathcol noted in his weekly column, the 

disbandment of the orchestra was to be expected:

It is hardly surprising when one considers the meagre support which was 

given to these players during the past two seasons. Such concerts, in fact, 

can seldom be carried on for any length of time in these days without a 

subsidy in one form or another.50

Although it was only in existence for two seasons, the BSO performed a lot of lesser- 

known repertoire, introducing Belfast audiences to works previously unheard in the 

city. Programmes often balanced works such as this with established repertoire, for 

example a concert in October 1946 which featured Mendelssohn’s Hebrides 

overture, Beethoven’s Symphony No. 7, Pfitzner’s overture to Das Christ and 

Harty’s John Field Suite ^ Occasionally, the orchestra was able to raise enough 

funds to hire leading soloists, such as the pianist Louis Kentner, who performed with 

the orchestra in March 1947. A review of this concert noted that ‘the concert, it was 

good to note, drew a much bigger audience than usual’, almost certainly owing to

48

4S Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 31, 16 December 1947, pp. 3462-3. 

For further information in Terence O’NeilTs interest in the arts, see pp. 79-81 below.

49 Ibid.

Belfast Telegraph, 3 October 1947.

31 Belfast Symphony Orchestra concert programme. 15 October 1946. See Appendix 8, fig. 3 below for 

an advertisement of the BSO’s concert on 22 January 1946 also.

Belfast Telegraph, 5 March 1947.
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the presence of this distinguished pianist. It appears that by this time appreciation of 

orchestral music had improved since Brown’s struggles fifty years earlier, when 

orchestral concerts ‘had to be forced by various wiles upon an unwilling public’,53 

though audiences were still partly drawn by the appearance of prominent pianists or 

singers. In order for a local orchestra to survive therefore, it would need the financial 

resources to attract leading soloists. Nevertheless, the musical success of the BSO 

demonstrated that if sufficient financial support were made available, a municipal 

orchestra situated in Belfast could prosper.

The BBC Northern Ireland Light Orchestra

As visits from leading UK orchestras became a regular feature of concert life in the 

city, the cessation of the BSO did not leave the city completely bereft of orchestral 

music. Based on the success of their initial post-war visits, the Halle and Liverpool 

Philharmonic returned in 1947 while the Jacques String Orchestra and the London 

International Orchestra also performed in Belfast that year. The King’s Hall was the 

venue for the visits of the Liverpool Philharmonic and the Halle,54 and although there 

was not the fervour that accompanied the Halle’s performance in that venue the 

previous year, several of the concerts drew large attendances. Belfast tenor James 

Johnston’s appearance with the Liverpool Philharmonic attracted an audience of 

‘some hundreds over the six thousand mark’ according to press reviews, 5 another 

instance of a leading soloist proving to be a big draw for audiences. Two visits from 

the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, directed by Thomas Beecham, followed in the 

spring and autumn of 1948, while visits from the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra 

(1949), BBC Symphony Orchestra (1950) and further visits by the Halle (1949 and 

1951) and Liverpool Philharmonic (1951) ensured that this tradition of major British 

orchestras performing in Belfast continued into the 1950s.

By 1949, however, Belfast was not solely dependent on these visits for the 

provision of orchestral concerts, as the BBC finally decided to reinstate a Northern

33 Brown, "Music in Belfast’, p. 263.

34 See Appendix 8, figs 4 & 5 below for newspaper advertisements of these concerts.

’’ Belfast Telegraph 26 June 1947.
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Ireland-based orchestra. Following the failure of the request made in 1945 by George 

Marshall for a house orchestra in Belfast, Andrew Stewart - who replaced Marshall as 

the corporation’s Northern Ireland Controller in 1948 - was more successful in this 

respect. Arguing that a distinctive musical policy for Northern Ireland could be 

developed through the use of the ‘Airs of Ulster’ collection, a series of local tunes that 

had been orchestrated by Ulster Musicians in the 1930s under the instigation of Hay, 

Stewart convinced the BBC’s management in London of the benefits of having a 

Belfast based orchestra:

This collection is one of the fundamentals from which one should work.

A characteristic of this music is its cheerfulness, unlike the predominant 

sadness of much of the folk music of the British peoples, and we could 

add a useful strand to British light music by forming a light orchestra and 

setting about providing it with arrangements.^6 7

The timing of this request proved opportune, as no other BBC house orchestra was 

dedicated to providing light music, so there was a gap in the corporation’s output for 

this type of ensemble. By the summer of 1949 Stewart was granted permission to 

recruit an orchestra of fifteen players, directed by Curry and specialising in Irish 

Rhythms, though it provided some light music also. The formation of the BBC N1LO 

has been described by Cathcart as ‘probably Stewart’s greatest achievement in the 

four years of his Controllership’;67 such was its importance to the region. Although it 

was primarily used for broadcasting purposes, Edgar Boucher - who joined the music 

staff at BBC NI in 1947 - noted that ‘from the first, this orchestra formed an 

association with other bodies, and it played in public as often as its studio 

commitments allowed’,56 ensuring that it had an active concert giving profile in 

Belfast.59

6 Stewart to Head of Home Broadcasting, 7 December 1948, quoted in Cathcart, The Most Contrary 

Region, 152.

7 Cathcart, The Most Contrary Region, p. 153.

''s Boucher, ‘Classical Music’, p. 142.

A regular fixture in the BBC NILO’s calendar were concerts put on in conjunction with the QUB 

Music Society. Rathcol was often complimentary about the playing standard at these concerts; for

43



Aside from this achievement, the NILO had its issues, and regularly ran into 

severe criticism from the BBC Music Department, one broadcast being described by 

the BBC’s ‘Music While You Work’ organiser, Kenneth Baynes, as ‘dreary and 

monotonous throughout and item after item was “churned out” with almost no 

changes to tempo and a great lack of dynamics’.60 Baynes’s criticism concluded with 

him suggesting that:

I feel that even to the ordinary listener the programmes must sound drab 

and monotonous. To me personally they give the impression of being 

very very old men who have no interest in life.61

Curry was also the target for some unsympathetic remarks, one critic noting:

Curry is a man with a metronomic mind, which is an excellent attribute 

where the playing of Irish rhythms and dances are concerned, where, in 

fact, absolute rigidity of tempo is essential. This, however, applied to 

light music is disastrous.6"

In November 1949, the BBC reacted to this criticism by bringing in the Czech 

conductor Vilem Tausky to improve the playing standard. This had the desired effect, 

Cathcart noting that Tausky ‘licked the orchestra into shape and proved a great 

success with critics’,6' the conductor having been christened ‘Terence O’Tausky’ 

soon after he arrived in Belfast.1’4 However, this appointment was only intended to be 

a temporary arrangement, and six months later Curry returned to conducting duties, 

remaining in the post until his retirement in 1965. The Belfast-based orchestra 

gradually established itself as a worthwhile ensemble, though it became apparent that

example, one concert in November 1950 was a ‘memorable occasion’ thanks to ‘some first-rate 

playing’ by the orchestra [Belfast Telegraph, 15 November 1950].

60 BBC WAC, R29/31/1: Memo from Kenneth Baynes to BBC Head of Music, 30 August 1949.

61 Ibid.

hl Horace Dann to Head of Music, 26 July 1949, quoted in Cathcart, The Most Contrary Region, p. 153.

63 Ibid.

64 Vilem Tausky, Vilem Tausky' tells his story (London: Stainer & Bell, 1979), p. 105. Tausky (1910- 

2004) was a respected conductor in the UK at that time, known in particular for his association with 

light music.
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the maintenance of an orchestra in Northern Ireland was problematic for the BBC, 

with issues ranging from inadequate studio acoustics to difficulty in finding suitable 

personnel. An assessment of the orchestra made in July 1951 by Douglas Lawrence, 

the BBC’s Light Music Supervisor, highlighted these problems:

The maintenance of any orchestra in Belfast does appear to be a very 

difficult task ... 1 do think the Northern Ireland people are making the 

best of a most difficult task under the circumstances. The studio position 

is not an easy one. They have two studios there of quite useful sizes, only 

one of which can be used and this is not much more than an adapted 

“shell”.

Acoustics apart, the fundamental quality of the players is, unfortunately, 

not high. Recruitment for this orchestra is undoubtedly very difficult and 

I think they have the best players it is possible to get under the present 

circumstances. Let me say, however, that, in my opinion, the present 

standard of playing is by no means good enough ... I did not have much 

opportunity of judging the players technically, but I give credit to the 

Conductor for his careful and considerate handling of the talent at his 

disposal. Whilst listening in London 1 have often been critical of the lack 

of dynamics and fire in the playing, but now I realise that David Curry is 

wise in not demanding too much from these players, this would easily 

lead to disaster, so that playing for safety must be a rule if a reasonably 

consistent standard of playing is to be maintained/0

Despite these issues, and the unflattering appraisals from London, the formation of the 

BBC NILO was a great boost to music-making in Belfast. Although it was not the 

same size as its pre-war counterpart, the BBC NILO once again provided a nucleus of 

professional players that were available for other ensembles in the city, something 

that proved a vital component to the running of the CBO when it was formed in 1950.

65 BBC WAC, R29/31/1: Memo from Douglas Lawrence to Head of Music, 19 July 1951.



The City of Belfast Orchestra

As discussed above, throughout the 1940s, the Belfast Corporation displayed a 

reluctance to finance a municipal orchestra. However, this attitude changed towards 

the end of the decade, as the Corporation allocated £2,000 per year ‘towards the 

development of music in the city'.66 It appears that the issue of municipal music

making was the source of wider debate in the UK at this time, as is evidenced by an 

article written on the subject by Richard Austin for Hinhchsen’s Musical Year Book 

1947-48!' While it was noted that large cities were well equipped in terms of music 

provision, it was felt that smaller population centres should be catered for also, and 

Austin questioned why municipal authorities in smaller towns did not support music 

in the same way they do theatre, light entertainment and libraries:

The spending of the ratepayers' money in these directions has long been 

an established custom, but very little has ever been done in giving regular 

and adequate opportunities for hearing music to the citizens of the 258 

cities, towns and urban boroughs of over 30,000 inhabitants in Great 

Britain and Northern Ireland.66

The article went on to outline the absence of suitable halls and lack of inclination 
from local authorities to fund this type of activity as the main obstacles in the way of 

creating some form of music provision, arguing that if these problems were overcome, 

audiences would be drawn to the concerts provided.6 ’ With the distinguished history 

of the Ulster Hall as a concert venue and the various attempts by citizens to support 

their own music-making throughout the 1940s, it is clear that in the case of Belfast, 

only the local authority stood in the way of subsidy during this period. By 1949, 

however, the timing was favourable for the formation of a city orchestra and the 

argument put to the Corporation was more convincing than it had been previously, 

ensuring that the proposal was financed on this occasion.

66PRONI, LA/7/15/AA/4: Belfast Corporation, Minutes of the General Purposes Sub-Committee, 24 

November 1949.

<’' Richard Austin, ‘Municipal Music-Making’, in Hinrichsen’s Musical Year Book, 1947-48, ed. by 

Max Hinrichsen (London: Hinrichsen Edition Ltd, 1948), pp. 41-2.

68 Ibid.

69 Austin, ‘Municipal Music-Making’, p. 44.
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There are three reasons explaining why the formation of an orchestra at the 

end of the 1940s was more viable than at any stage previously. Firstly, whereas 

previous approaches to the Corporation had come from either individuals or 

representatives of an orchestra that was in its infancy, in September 1949 it was 

CEMA who requested a grant to develop its work in Belfast, stating in 

correspondence to the Corporation that:

It was felt that the time had arrived to endeavour to encourage the 

provision of orchestral music in the city. While CEMA had endeavoured 

to bring, from time to time, well-known orchestras from Britain, it was 

felt - important as these visits were - that it was desirable that, so far as 

possible, there should be permanently in this City a body of musicians 

available to give a number of orchestral concerts under a full-time 

conductor.70

CEMA had an established track record of sponsoring musical activities, though by the 

end of the 1940s it became more focused upon directing its own projects rather than 

sponsoring those of others, thus explaining why it aimed at establishing a local 

orchestra. This change of emphasis in the organisation’s policy can be observed 

through the expansion of its activities. When reviewing the first five years of its own 

existence, CEMA’s 1947-8 annual report noted:

The work of the Council has continued to expand with a progressive 

increase each year in the activities throughout the Province ... From 

small beginnings in the first year the volume of these activities has 

continually expanded.71

The first example of CEMA administering its own project was the opening of its own 

Art Gallery on Bedford Street during the 1947-8 season, and the intention was that the 

creation of a municipal orchestra would be the next development in this changed 

outlook.

PRONI, LA/7/15/AA/4: Quoted in 'Belfast Corporation, Minutes of the General Purposes Sub- 

Committee’, 24 November 1949.

1 CEMA NI Annual Report, 1947-8, pp. 8-9.

47



The second reason that made the prospect of forming a city orchestra in 1949 

more viable than it had been previously concerned the impending retirement of 

Godfrey Brown from the post of BPS Music Director in 1950. This vacancy provided 

the opportunity to unite the post of conductor for the city orchestra and BPS under 

one full-time post. In its correspondence to the Belfast Corporation, the letter from 

CEMA expressed the opinion that:

For reasons of cost, it did not consider that an attempt to form a full-time 

municipal orchestra would be justified or could be expected to meet with 

success, but it was of the opinion that if a very highly qualified conductor 

were appointed he could be instrumental in forming a semi-permanent 

body of professional players, who could provide a considerable amount 

of the orchestral music required by Belfast. * 2 *

CEMA took the view that finding sufficient subsidy to fund a full-time orchestra was 

too ambitious at this stage, so it was more practical to appoint one conductor who 

would oversee the recruitment of suitable players for a semi-professional ensemble. 

Brown’s retirement meant that this figure could direct the BPS’s chorus as well, thus 

strengthening the proposal. While the BPS would retain its own orchestra separate 

from the CBO, in practice the two ensembles used a very similar pool of musicians.7 '

The final factor explaining why it was an opportune time to form an orchestra 

in Belfast in 1949 was the formation of the BBC N1LO, which provided the city with 

a core of professional players that it would have struggled to assemble otherwise. 

Fortuitously for CEMA, the BBC orchestra worked on a part-time basis, allowing for 

arrangement to be made with the BBC management whereby the BBC players would 

be available to play with the CBO. 4 This agreement stayed in place until 1965, when 

the BBC decided to alter the contracts of its Northern Ireland based musicians, so that 

their orchestra worked on a full-time basis.

PRONl, LA/7/15/AA/4: Quoted in ‘Belfast Corporation, Minutes of the General Purposes Sub-

Committee’, 24 November 1949.

The BPS eventually decide to disband its own orchestra in 1957, as it was, by that stage, more 

practical to utilise the CBO for its concerts [Northern Whig, 17 January 1957],

4 Boucher, ‘Classical Music’, p. 142.
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The grant from the Belfast Corporation was for £2,000 per annum initially and 

was used to pay the salary of a full-time conductor, who would be resident in Belfast, 

as well as paying the musicians who performed in the CBO. CEMA noted that the 

grant had made it possible for the Council to undertake ‘what is perhaps, in the sphere 

of music the most important development since its inception’,7^ though other 

commentators did not share this enthusiasm. Writing at the time, Nevin Foster 

expressed dismay that the grant fell short of the amount required to form a full-time 

orchestra, though he did note that:

No doubt the permanent orchestra will ultimately materialise. The annual 

grant of £2,000 which the Belfast Corporation have recently made to 

CEMA is a straw in the wind.7'1

Foster was correct in predicting that the creation of the CBO would precipitate 

something more substantial, though it was not until the Ulster Orchestra was formed 

in 1966 that this aspiration was to transpire, and in the intervening years the semi- 

professional ensemble served Belfast audiences well. Denis Mulgan, a New 

Zealander who had previously worked as a music lecturer at the University of 

Birmingham, was appointed to the post of choral and orchestral conductor for the city 

and remained in the post until 1955. The orchestra gave its first concert in the 

Wellington Hall on 27 October 1950, the first in a season of four concerts. The 

programme for this inaugural concert was a varied one, featuring Mozart’s overture to 

Die Entfuhnmg aus dem Serai/ and Symphony No. 31, Mendelssohn’s Piano 

Concerto No. 1 (soloist Eric Harrison), Wagner's Siegfried Idyll, Glinka’s 

Kamarinskaya and Weber’s Abu Hasan overture. In the Belfast Telegraph, Rathcol 

commented that the evening was ‘a specially important date in the city’s musical 

life’. The review continued:

It was grand to see such a big orchestra in the Wellington Hall and to find 

that the performance evoked such an encouraging warmth of enthusiasm.

75 CEMA N1 Annual Report, 1950-1, p. 9.

76 Foster, ‘Music in Ulster’, p. 169.

See Personalia and Appendix 8, fig. 2 below. 

78 Belfast Telegraph, 28 October 1950.
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In artistic matters it was also very gratifying to find so much to raise high 

hopes for the future. It must be granted that the players took some time to 

settle down. The first half of the concert, in fact, produced a standard that 

varied considerably. But this applied far more to matters of ensemble and 

to details of expression than to shortcomings in the way of execution, and 

I must say that the playing at its best reached a higher level than any 

well-wisher had anticipated at such an early date in the orchestra’s 

history.79

Building on the foundation of its first season, the number of CBO concerts 

doubled for the 1951-2 season, and as audience demand grew, this number increased 

over the years so that by the time the orchestra was disbanded in 1966, it performed 

approximately twelve concerts per year. The Belfast Corporation contributed an 

annual grant towards running costs, though expenditure almost always exceeded this 

grant, with CEMA covering the deficit.?s0 As Appendix 2 illustrates, the Belfast 

Corporation grant rose in relation to the increasing number of concerts the CBO 

performed annually, though it was often the case that CEMA’s contribution to the 

orchestra's costs was much more significant. While the orchestra’s name suggested 

that the Belfast Corporation was the its primary patron, CEMA’s support was also 

fundamental to the CBO’s existence, the reliance on this latter subsidy reflecting 

CEMA’s growing importance for arts organisations in Northern Ireland during this 

period. This balance of funding led to Charles Acton commenting in 1966 that ‘in 

many people’s eyes the City of Belfast is getting the prestige of the orchestra 

thoroughly undeservedly’,Xl intimating that the orchestra’s title ought to have 

contained CEMA rather than the City of Belfast.

Initially, the orchestra contained a nucleus of approximately thirty players, and 

this number was augmented when necessary according to the programme of each 

concert. For the first season, Mulgan chose repertoire to accommodate the small

7g Ibid.

Ml The only exception to this was the 1965-6 season, when the orchestra gave fewer concerts than usual. 

For a breakdown of annual subsidy allocated to the orchestra from the Belfast Corporation and ACN1, 

as well as the number of concerts performed in each season, see Appendix 2 below.

' Irish Times, 14 February 1966.

50



forces at his disposal, the works of Mozart, Haydn and Beethoven featuring regularly. 

By the 1951-2 season, the choice of repertoire was more ambitious, with the inclusion 

of works such as Vaughan-Williams’s Sea Symphony and Sibelius’s Symphony No. 7. 

It appeared, however, that some programme choices did not appeal to audiences, and 

during the orchestra’s early years attendances were often poor. Following 

disappointing box office receipts for its 1951-2 season, CEMA attributed this to the 

selection of lesser-known works in the orchestra’s programmes. To cite an example, 

on 11 October 1951 a programme of Mozart’s Don Giovanni overture, Howard 

Ferguson’s Concerto for Piano and Strings and Moeran’s Sinfonietta attracted an 

audience of only 469, the presentation of these works resulting in one of the season’s 

less successful concerts.In his review of this concert, Rathcol commented on the 

‘lukewarm atmosphere’ in the hall, and noted that ‘on paper, the programme was not
OT

attractive enough for the ordinary concert-goer’. This is surprising given Ferguson 

and Moeran’s Irish background, but there seems to have been little interest in the 

music of these native composers in Belfast at that time. In response to failures such as 

this, CEMA resolved to focus more on more established works, more in accordance 

with audience tastes:

The programme for the next season has accordingly been designed on 

different lines which, while fully maintaining standards, should appeal to
04

a wider audience.

The following season contained - in CEMA’s own words - and ‘excellent blend of 

well-known classics and of attractive shorter pieces’, and its success can be measured 

by the fact that out of six concerts in the Wellington Hall, two were sold out and only 

once did the attendance fall below COOO.^ Highlights of this season included Maurice 

Eisenberg’s performance of Dvorak’s Cello Concerto and Haydn’s Creation. Based 

on these successes, it became standard practice to intersperse classical programmes 

with concerts that contained large-scale romantic repertoire.

82 CEMA NI Annual Report, 1951-2, p. 11. 

' Belfast Telegraph, 12 October 1951.

84 CEMA Nl Annual Report, 1951-2, p. 12.

85 CEMA NI Annual Report 1952-3. p. 11.



Although Mulgan had guided the orchestra through some initial teething 

troubles and consolidated its position in the community, by 1954 CEMA decided that 

it wanted a change of personnel, and the post of choral and orchestral conductor for 

the city was wound up.*6 A guest conductor was to be engaged in the absence of a 

conductor who was resident in the city, and although there is no direct criticism of 

Mulgan in CEMA’s Board minutes, it is clear that there was some dissatisfaction with 

him, as it was noted that ‘the appointment was a very important one, and it would 

have been disastrous if the change had not been noticeably better’.,v On Mulgan’s 

departure, CEMA commented in its 1954-5 Annual Report that under his 

conductorship, the CBO ‘developed in size and experience, and became an efficient 

body with a personality of its own’,88 a noticeably restrained tribute. However, an 

indication of his failings as a conductor is revealed in the assessment of the orchestra 

in the same report when it was noted that ‘the orchestra itself, though not yet 

consistent in quality, continued to improve in accuracy and intonation’.89 Despite the 

improvement in some areas, the orchestra was perhaps not attaining the standards 

expected by CEMA. The New Zealander was not overwhelmingly popular with the 

BPS either; Malcolm Ruthven in his history of the society concluded that having 

succeeded the much-revered Brown, Mulgan failed to capture the imagination of the 

chorus:

Since most of the chorus members had grown up with Godfrey Brown, 

they were not accustomed to another man permanently on the podium ...

Some thought Mulgan was rather undemonstrative and almost certainly 

unemotional. They could not question his musical authority but wished 

he would fire them with excitement as Brown had done. In a word, they 

were disappointed. Mulgan’s five seasons with the society are 

remembered more for his assiduous fidelity to Godfrey Brown’s policies 

than to any startling innovations of his own.90

M> CEMA NI Annual Report 1954-5, p. 4.

87 PRONI. AC/1/1/1: CEMA Nl Board Minutes, 10 May 1954.

1(8 CEMA Nl Annual Report, 1954-5, p. 10.

89 CEMA NI Annual Report, 1954-5, p. 6.

90 Ruthven, Belfast Philharmonic Society, p. 39.
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In stark contrast to Mulgan’s seemingly lacklustre approach, his replacement, 

Maurice Miles, proved an inspired appointment for both the BPS and CBO, as both 

organisations went from strength to strength following his appointment in 1955.91 For 

the next twelve years Miles divided his time between London, where he was Professor 

of Conducting at the Royal Academy of Music, and Belfast. The CBO was 

particularly successful during this time, as Boucher’s concise summation for 

Causeway: The Arts in Ulster reveals:

With the appointment of Maurice Miles as conductor, the City of Belfast 

Orchestra flourished, and consistently attracted large audiences to well- 

built concerts of the basic repertoire. It was, in short, successful.92

In contrast to the inconsistent performance levels during Mulgan’s tenure, the 

improvement under Miles was clear and can be documented through CEMA’s Annual 

Reports. Reviewing the 1956-7 season, it was recorded that ‘the standard of 

orchestra’s playing has risen higher than ever before, due largely to the ability and 

enthusiasm of the conductor, Maurice Miles’.9' This improvement in performance 

was noted in newspaper criticism also, Rathcol giving a glowing assessment of 

Miles’s first season in charge:

With the end of the City of Belfast Orchestra’s season, the series of 

Ulster Hall concerts can be reviewed with a great deal of pleasure, and 

with justifiable optimism for the future.

That Maurice Miles and the orchestra have worked hard and intelligently 

during the year there can be no doubt, and we look forward to the 

consolidation of the newly-acquired skill with which these players fuse 

themselves into a single expressive instrument.94

The orchestra’s achievements did not go unnoticed by the BBC, and, beginning with 

the 1957-8 season, a number of concerts were chosen for broadcast, both locally and 

nationwide; recognition that placed the CBO on a par with other regional orchestras in

1)1 For a photograph of Miles, see Appendix 8, Fig. 13 below.

Boucher, ‘Classical Music’, p. 142.

93 CEMA N1 Annual Report. 1956-7, p. 9.

94 Belfast Telegraph, 9 April 1956.
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the United Kingdom.4^ Commenting on a broadcast from Belfast in 1959, the BBC’s 

Head of Programmes, Maurice Johnstone, commended the standard of the ensemble, a 

significant compliment to Miles and his musicians:

The performance of the first three works in this programme was entirely 

satisfactory, as on previous occasions when I have listened to the City of 

Belfast Orchestra. I marvelled at the excellent results, both technical and 

musical, which Maurice Miles obtained from an orchestra which only 

assembles for its concerts and is not even wholly professional.9*’

In terms of programming during Miles’s tenure, to put on relatively unknown 

works during this time was ‘still to ensure almost certain loss’, according to CEMA,97 

so the orchestra continued its policy of presenting works by established composers, a 

significant factor in its continued success. The symphonies of composers such as 

Sibelius, Tchaikovsky and Dvorak proved the most popular with audiences and, as the 

orchestra built up a loyal following, became its mainstay repertoire, regularly 

attracting capacity audiences to the Ulster Hall. In its 1961-2 Annual Report, CEMA 

proudly reported an average attendance of 1,328 at that season’s CBO concerts, citing 

this as an example of ‘boom’ conditions in music in Northern Ireland.9S For this 

repertoire, a much larger orchestra was required, and on these occasions a body of 

between seventy and eighty players was assembled out of the BBC NILO, Royal 

Ulster Constabulary (RUC) bandsmen (who formed the majority of the brass section), 

local musicians who were of sufficient standard, and freelance players hired from 

elsewhere. Although a large number of players were engaged for concerts, it was the 

small band of BBC and RUC professionals that formed the orchestra's backbone, and 

it was acknowledged by CEMA that the orchestra would not be sustainable without 

the co-operation of these bodies. A note on the history of the orchestra for one of its 

concerts stated that:

95 CEMA NI Annual Report, 1957-8, p. 12.

BBC WAC, N115/45/I: Note from Head of Programmes to Controller, Music, 12 June 1959.

97 CEMA Nl Annual Report, 1958-9, p. 11.

98 CEMA Nl Annual Report, 1961-2, p. 9.
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Since its foundation, the orchestra has been sponsored by CEMA and 

Belfast Corporation, but the venture would have been almost impossible 

to launch without the willing assistance of the BBC and the Royal Ulster 

Constabulary in releasing some of their players for the orchestra, and it is 

very creditable that a community the size of Northern Ireland should 

have built up an orchestra of this size.94

Beyond the pool of professional players, it often proved difficult to recruit 

adequate musicians given Northern Ireland’s small population, explaining the reliance 

upon the BBC and RUC musicians. It appears that it was particularly difficult to 

recruit string players, a situation that was highlighted in an article Miles penned for 

the Belfast Telegraph in March 1956:

I feel sure that the orchestra would love to play Debussy’s La Mer or 

Ravel’s Daphnis and Ch/oe, and would love to indulge in Elgar’s Second 

Symphony - but we haven’t enough strings and where do we find a bass 

flute, a cor anglais, a bass clarinet, an E flat clarinet and two harps and so 

on? We hope to add a few more string players, but a recent advertisement 

met with poor response.

The City Orchestra at present consists of members of the BBC Northern 

Ireland Light Orchestra, members of the RUC Band and part-time 

musicians engaged for the most part in teaching or some non-musical 

employment.

That they are so employed is in no sense derogatory - it is merely 

economic in that there is insufficient employment for a full-time musical 

occupation.

This is an unhappy state in that one sees very little new blood available 

... The solution is an enormous subsidy for a full-time orchestra serving 

the whole of Northern Ireland, both for broadcasting and public concerts 

- and, of course, an enonnous public following the whole year round.

Can it be done? I should certainly like to try!100

94 City of Belfast Orchestra Concert Programme, 16 May 1957.

11111 Belfast Telegraph, 28 March 1956.
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While not detracting from the considerable accomplishment of maintaining a 

symphony orchestra on a part-time basis, Miles realised that this was not sustainable 

in the long-term, hence his argument for the formation of a full-time ensemble, 

something which would require a great deal more subsidy. In order to illustrate his 

point, he suggested that any change in BBC policy would be potentially disastrous for 

the continued existence of the CBO:

In artistic matters Belfast also owes a great debt to the BBC. Without 

their co-operation we should be hard put to make a City of Belfast 

Orchestra. May the BBC Northern Ireland Light Orchestra never grow 

smaller - or bigger - would be my prayer!101

Further progress: A full-time orchestra for Northern Ireland

As Miles feared, the over-reliance upon BBC musicians ultimately instigated the 

CBO’s demise, though this did not happen until 1965 when the BBC decided to place 

its Northern Ireland orchestra on a full-time basis, meaning that these musicians were 

no longer able to commit to performing as members of the CBO. As discussed above, 

there were a number of issues relating to the BBC’s orchestra in Belfast, and in the 

1950s and 1960s the corporation regularly questioned whether it was practical to 

maintain the ensemble in its existing form. In 1958, a report on the BBC NILO 

compiled by the BBC’s Head of Light Music Programmes, Frank Wade, noted the 

need for improvement, while giving an unfavourable assessment of the personnel:

Playing standards: Attractive in native items. Tolerably good in certain 

forms of orthodox light music. Unconvincing in contemporary 

sophisticated styles. To fulfil its future role adequately, N.I.L.O. will 

need to be more comprehensive in both outlook and performance.

Personnel: Second-rate players on the whole. The 24-hour contract does 

not attract the better players. To institute a 33-hour exclusive would

101 Ibid.
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defeat the objective local patronage of supplying the nucleus of the City 

of Belfast and Philharmonic orchestras.102

As Wade indicated, the quality of the orchestra’s output required improvement, yet 

even though the players’ part-time contracts detracted from the playing standard, the 

BBC recognised the importance of ‘local patronage' in making their players available 

for CEMA’s purposes. The BBC gained little other than prestige out of this 

arrangement, though it had become clear to Wade that the work undertaken for the 

City of Belfast and BPS orchestras impacted on the players’ BBC duties:

Output/rehearsal: At five programmes per week rehearsal is sketchy. I 

was present at two 30-minute contributions to the Light Programme 

which were done quite loosely on 75 minute rehearsal each - a feat not to 

be attempted with even the most streamlined performers, praiseworthy 

though it is to get away with it. In between these two programmes the 

players had done six hours rehearsal and a two-hour symphonic concert 

for the Belfast Philharmonic. This sort of thing can only partially be 

overcome by better scheduling or pre-recording, for these players tend to 

be listless at a 9.30am rehearsal immediately after a public concert 

finishing at 10.00pm.m ’

Although this report highlighted the various difficulties that confronted the BBC 

NILO, the BBC management decided not to rectify the situation by increasing the 

contracts of the players’ contract or by augmenting the orchestra. It is not clear why 

they decided against either of these solutions, though in a letter to CEMA’s General 

Secretary, John Lewis-Crosby, William Clock, the BBC’s Controller, Music, noted 

that ‘you can be assured in general of our continued assistance and co-operation’,104 

perhaps an indication that the corporation did not wish to destabilise the CBO by 

altering the work schedule of its own ensemble.

"i: BBC WAC, R29/323/1: Report from Head of Light Music Programmes to Controller, Music, 25 

February 1958.

103 Ibid.

1114 BBC WAC, R29/323/1: Letter from William Clock to John Lewis-Crosby, 8 December 1959.
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In 1964, the issue of orchestra re-organisation in Northern Ireland was raised 

once again by the BBC, as the performance standard of the Belfast-based ensemble 

drew criticism. One internal BBC memo described the NILO thus:

The performing standard and the balance of this Orchestra has reached a 

new Mow’ - it has to be heard to be believed ... I believe strongly that 

this orchestra should never be used outside of Northern Ireland Region 

programmes. The standard is so incredibly bad that no third rate theatre 

would use them in its pit.105

A resulting study group on the BBC’s House Orchestras decided to increase the hours 

of the NILO, making it full-time Mn the hope of attracting better players’.I(l<' Robert 

McCall, the Northern Ireland Controller, realised that this would have an impact on 

the CBO, and informed the BBC’s Controller for Programme Organisation, M.F.C. 

Standing, that the BBC NILO players formed an important part of concert life in the 

region:

They form an extremely valuable hard core [of the CBO] and it would be 

difficult to disentangle them before the end of winter. There would also 

be, l am afraid, some political repercussions in Northern Ireland if the 

unavailability of N.I.L.O. players called for enlarged subsidies but these 

would be for the government and the Belfast Corporation to cope with.10

It seems that the BBC were extremely sympathetic to the potential dilemma that faced 

ACNI,I0X and went out of their way to accommodate the CBO. Standing reached the 

following compromise:

l,b BBC WAC, R29/323/1: Memo from Chris Morgan to Edward Nash, 17 January 1964.

ill<’ BBC WAC, R29/323/1: Memo from Robert McCall (BBC Controller, NI) to M.F.C. Standing (BBC 

Controller, Programme Organisation), 28 July 1964.

107 Ibid.

I()‘s The Arts Council of Northern Ireland, as CEMA NI had been renamed in 1963 to fall in line with its 

UK counterpart. It was felt that the name ‘CEMA’ was ‘not very helpful to the uninitiated’, and that 

ACN1 ‘covers briefly and unambiguously the nature and function of the Council and its dedication 

equally to the well-being of all the major forms of art in our community’ [ACNI Annual Report 1962- 

3,p. I],
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The practicability of retaining present arrangements if the orchestra is 

converted to full-time has been discussed and it is found that, with the 

sacrifice of one general rehearsal for us in weeks when the City of 

Belfast Orchestra is working, they can be preserved. There is certainly no 

wish here to discontinue the association between the two bodies and 

therefore I think it is merely something for those on the spot to 

accommodate and control.109

The implementation of this reorganisation meant that the BBC NILO was 

enlarged from twenty-one players to thirty, while its player contracts were increased 

to 33 hours per week from 2 May 1965, and the word light was subsequently dropped 

from its title.110 This directly impacted on GOSNI, who put on a week of opera in 

Belfast in May of each year. Prior to the BBC orchestra’s enlargement, the CBO was 

utilised for this company’s productions, though for its seasons in May 1965 and 1966 

the company was required to recruit its own orchestra. This was mainly drawn from 

players based in England, incurring great cost on the society, which had - in the 

words of its Chairman, John Patterson - ‘always been kept going on a narrow 

margin’.* * 111 Although the BBC scheduling had allowed the CBO to continue its 

activities and the orchestra gave fifteen concerts during its 1965-6 season, this 

ensemble also faced new challenges. Rehearsals were often disrupted by absences as 

they were confined to the limited hours the BBC players were available, while the 

additional workload put considerable strain on these musicians. These issues 

prompted ACN1 to report that the orchestra was in ‘serious jeopardy’,112 and this 

proved to be the orchestra’s final season as the Council reconsidered its approach to 

orchestral provision. It appears that the belief within ACNI was that the continued 

existence of the CBO was no longer viable, as this would lead to artistic 

compromises:

BBC WAC, R29/323/1: Memo from Standing to McCall, 21 August 1964.

1111 BBC WAC, R29/323/2: Letter from G.M. Turnell (BBC Head of Programme Contracts) to John 

Patterson (GOSNI Chairman), 24 February 1965. For a photograph of the BBC Northern Ireland 

Orchestra from this period, see Appendix 8, fig. 8 below.

111 BBC WAC, R29/323/2: Letter from Patterson to Turnell, 26 January 1965.

112 ACNI Annual Report, 1964-5, p. 12.
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As it is, work is provided for only a few months of the year for musicians 

whose income is mostly derived from others sources. Under the present 

circumstances the bulk of the players will have to overwork themselves 

seriously to provide the nucleus of the City Orchestra, which is bound to 

have an adverse effect upon artistic standards. It is essential that its 

players should have security of employment without the nagging fear of 

overwork.113

It was deemed that the formation of a permanent orchestra was the best 

solution, as this could provide for the GOSNI, the BPS as well as presenting its own 

concerts, and ACNI began preparations for the formation of a professional orchestra 

for the beginning of the 1966-7 season.114 It is something of a contradiction that in the 

same way that a change in BBC policy precipitated the formation of the CBO in 1949, 

the adjustment of BBC musicians’ contracts in the region proved to be the catalyst for 

this ensemble’s downfall. While the BBC expansion was undoubtedly the main factor 

in instigating the Ulster Orchestra’s formation, there is some suggestion that even 

before this change in BBC policy had become apparent, by the mid-1960s the CBO 

had run its course. Miles faced continued problems with recruitment, and in 

September 1964 he had once again outlined these struggles in a Belfast Telegraph 

feature previewing the 1964-5 season:

On Friday next the first concert of the 1964-65 season of the City of 

Belfast Orchestra will be given in the Ulster Hall.

No doubt a large and enthusiastic audience will welcome the 

distinguished pianist Cherkassky, and I hope everybody will leave the 

concert in a happy frame of mind, having enjoyed the music of Berlioz, 

Brahms and Beethoven.

But I wonder how many members of the audience have any idea of the 

problems of providing a symphony orchestra for Belfast.

For nine years it has been my responsibility to see that a body of players 

is engaged. Alas, the difficulties do not diminish, and I can see little hope

113 Ibid.

114 ACNI’s decision to establish the Ulster Orchestra is examined in more detail in Chapter II below.
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of making further progress under present circumstances. I find this most 

depressing.

The basic difficulty is an inadequate supply of qualified players resident 

in Belfast and the cause financial.115

Miles went on to highlight the financial burden of engaging the necessary players 

from elsewhere, as well as detailing the logistical issues when it came to 

accommodating BBC and RUC musicians:

Last season, with the exception of double basses, we were able to 

maintain numbers by bringing players from Dublin, Glasgow and 

London. These travel expenses are prohibitive - something like £25 per 

player, per concert, before you have heard a note.

Many of the orchestra (but not enough) are members of the excellent 

BBC Northern Ireland Light Orchestra. Sometimes they cannot attend a 

rehearsal owing to their BBC commitments. Fortunately I get good notice 

from the BBC and can either rearrange the date or rehearse in a different 

fashion.

But some members are from the RUC and quite often they are called on 

duty at the very last minute; there is nothing anyone can do about that.

But it is bound to be less than a good rehearsal when there are gaps in the 

sound.11(1

The conflict between the policing duties of the RUC players and their 

commitment to playing in the CBO resulted in one rather amusing episode at the 

beginning of the 1964-5 season, when protests concerning the erection of an Irish 

tricolour flag outside a building in west Belfast (then illegal in Northern Ireland) 

coincided with the orchestra’s concert in the Ulster Hall. The programme for the 

concert included Raymond Warren’s (Voc/z/rtte,117 specially commissioned for the 

occasion, alongside Brahms’s Violin Concerto, Mozart’s Symphony No. 38 and

1 Belfast Telegraph, 7 September 1964. For a photograph of the CBO in rehearsal at this time, 

Appendix 8, fig. 7 below.

11(1 Ibid.

117 For biographical information on Warren, see Personalia below.
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‘Vltava’ from Smetana’s Md vlast. In an interview, Warren recalled how the 

arrangement whereby the RUG players were to report for duty after the concert did 

not work out as planned:

The day before the concert, one of the Nationalist parties hoisted a 

tricolour above their headquarters. A young - and then unknown - cleric 

by the name Ian Paisley had decreed that he was going to march on this 

place and they were going to tear it down you see! This was before the 

Troubles really started, and these things flared up from time to time. I 

suddenly realised that this was going to upset our concert, because all 

police leave was cancelled. Consequently our trombones, tuba, second 

trumpet; all these guys couldn’t go. We were very lucky, because the 

Inspector General of the Ulster Constabulary happened to sing in the 

choral society at the university, so we explained the problem to him. He, 

as a very special concession, gave the five or six players concerned leave 

to be away until ten o’clock. He said he was really worried about what 

was going to happen later in the evening, so they all had to be there.

Well, that was really a very kind concession, but, because it was a nice 

occasion for me (I'd got my Nocturne performed for the first time), 

CEMA said they would like to have little reception at the interval.

Receptions tend to go on a little bit, and they were rather late in starting 

the second half, which was quite a big programme, because the ‘Prague’ 

symphony is not Mozart’s shortest symphony by any means and the 

concert was finishing with Smetana’s Vltava. When it did get to the 

beginning of Vltava, it was pretty clear that time was running a bit short.

I forget the time, but it was something like twenty-five to ten, and these 

guys had a bit to go before they got to their barracks, where they had to 

report at ten o’clock. Maurice Miles did something that has stayed in my 

memory for life. When he started the Vltava, he took it at an incredibly 

fast speed. You know Vltava, it begins with the flutes at a gentle pace.

Well, this was already a raging torrent as it started! At the end of the 

piece, it has these great brass chords at the end, and you saw something

62



that you don’t often see at a concert: trombones going out, playing the 

last chord as they disappeared through the door!118

Although an isolated incident, this episode demonstrates that the continued 

participation of RUC players was at the mercy of events elsewhere, vindicating 

Miles’s assertion that further progress in the field of orchestral performance in Belfast 

was unachievable under the existing circumstances.

The sentiments expressed in the article Miles contributed to the Belfast 

Telegraph in September 1964 received support elsewhere, including Rathcol. In his 

weekly column under the headline ‘Can we support a full-time orchestra?’, the music 

critic called for a reconsideration of how professional music-making was managed in 

Northern Ireland:

There is no doubt in my mind that we lag behind England, Scotland and 

Wales both in the provision of opportunities for young musicians and 

also in appreciation of the arts generally. It is time that a completely fresh 

look was taken at what we are doing and what we propose to do.114

Miles’s article drew comment from the newspaper’s editor as well, who warned that 

the existing orchestral situation was unsustainable:

Under its present conductor the City of Belfast Orchestra has reached an 

excellent standard. Its playing has given pleasure to thousands in the 

Ulster Hall and “on the air”; it has by quiet perseverance achieved a 

position fully worthy of its title.

Unhappily, this process of building has been based on an insecure 

foundation. As it is not a permanent body there is constant struggle to 

find an adequate number of instrumentalists of professional standard.

Today there is no longer much doubt about the fact that if better

,ls Interview with Raymond Warren, 28 July 2011. As the Inspector General had feared, there were 

indeed violent clashes between republican sympathisers and police in the west of the city that evening. 

A review of the concert in the Belfast Newsletter noted that Warren’s piece was ‘both arresting and 

refreshing’. No comment was made about the exit of the trombone players however, only that the 

Smetana was ‘eloquently played, delightfully received’ [Belfast Newsletter, 6 October 1964].

111 Belfast Telegraph, 8 September 1964.
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arrangements cannot be made the Orchestra will be in danger of 

declining in quality and even of disbandment.* 1"0

In reaction to the apparent uncertainty facing the orchestra, some audience members 

staged a mild protest at the situation prior to the opening concert of the 1964-5 season. 

A banner declaring ‘We want a full-time orchestra’ was unfurled in front of the organ 

in the Ulster Hall, and although it was removed before the concert started, the Belfast 

Newsletter printed a picture of the scene on its front page the next day, noting in the 

caption that ‘the demand for a full-time orchestra met with an enthusiastic 

reception’.1"1 David Byers, who was one of the people responsible for the banner 

recalled that:

We heard that the orchestra was under threat. [The banner] was taken 

down just before the concert, but we made the front page the next day - 

so I feel responsible for the Ulster Orchestra!122

As the issues facing Miles and his orchestra at the beginning of the 1964-5 

season began to mount and calls for a full-time orchestra became more detennined, it 

can perhaps be suggested that the BBC’s decision to extend the contracts of its 

Northern Ireland-based musicians was a timely intervention for ACNl. Although the 

CBO continued until the end of the 1965-6 season, the change in BBC contracts 

presented the opportunity for ACNl to rethink how it approached its orchestral 

provision and subsequently form the Ulster Orchestra. Having campaigned for a full

time orchestra for several years, Miles’s wish was finally granted, although the newly 

formed ensemble did not incorporate the BBC players as he had envisaged. The Ulster 

Orchestra comprised just thirty-seven players, ensuring that its repertoire was much 

more limited than that of its predecessor, while it did not undertake any broadcasting 

duties either. The result was that Northern Ireland was left with two full-time 

professional orchestras of similar size, neither of which could perform the large-scale 

repertoire enjoyed by audiences. This left a musical void in the city, and although the 

Ulster Orchestra received plaudits from critics, Roy Johnston has noted that ‘it never

" Belfast Telegraph, 12 September 1964.

I"1 Belfast Newsletter, 12 September 1964. See Appendix 8, fig. 9 below for a photograph of the 

banner.

1_" Interview with David Byers, 28 June 2011.
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came near to replacing the City of Belfast Orchestra in public affection’.123 As will 

become apparent in the following chapters, the Ulster Orchestra encountered several 

difficulties throughout its early seasons, as ACNI struggled to maintain the financial 

backing for the venture and audience numbers rapidly declined. These problems were 

in stark contrast to the success of the CBO, and - as Johnston’s summation 

demonstrates - the result was that this ensemble was remembered fondly by 

comparison. As Miles’s frustration with the management of the CBO reveals, the 

circumstances under which it worked were far from ideal. Admirable though the 

performances produced by the CBO undoubtedly were, the praise it received was 

conditioned by its ad hoc membership and semi-professional status, and, in all 

probability, it was not as accomplished as the Ulster Orchestra. The warm 

recollections of the performances of the CBO were perhaps nostalgic, as music lovers 

bemoaned the loss of repertoire rather than the performances themselves. It was not 

until the enlargement of the Ulster Orchestra in 1981 that audiences were once again 

able to enjoy this repertoire on a regular basis, and indeed this development signalled 

the return of audience numbers to what they had been during the CBO era.

As this chapter has outlined, there was no shortage of interest in orchestral 

music in Belfast between 1945 and 1966, as was demonstrated by the huge appetite 

for visiting orchestras, the various attempts by local musicians to establish a 

municipal orchestra and indeed the success of the CBO. The Ulster Orchestra’s 

formation was a hugely significant development in the musical life of the province, 

though it is difficult to envisage this transpiring had it not been for the organisations 

and individuals who had cultivated audiences for this type of music previously. Many 

aspects of concert life in Belfast during this period have been largely forgotten today, 

but it is important to recognise the contribution made by these various schemes for the 

development of an orchestral tradition as well as their fostering greater audience 

appreciation for this type of music in the region.

123 Johnston, ‘Music in Northern Ireland since 1921’, p. 664.
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II

‘Pragmatic and Evolutionary’: The formation of the Ulster Orchestra, 1964-6

Ever since its formation in 1966, the Ulster Orchestra has been the cornerstone of 

cultural activity in Northern Ireland. As ACNI’s flagship organisation, described at its 

inception as 'a fully professional orchestra of the highest quality designed to fulfd the 

special requirements of the Province ... an orchestra which will carry abroad the 

image of Ulster’s new artistic vitality’,1 it has given regular concert seasons not only 

in Belfast, but throughout the region, something which audiences in Northern Ireland 

had not been able to experience previously. As well as the contribution to musical life 

through its own concerts, the orchestra has consistently shown its versatility by 

performing with the various local opera companies, and providing countless 

educational concerts for children. Aside from the orchestra’s main duties, the 

instrumental teaching undertaken by its members and the subsidiary chamber groups 

that they have fonned have greatly enriched the musical life of the region, and should 

not be underestimated. As has been discussed in the previous chapter, prior to 1966 

orchestral music in Belfast was provided through a variety of different means, 

including various BBC house orchestras, visiting orchestras from the United Kingdom 

and the part-time CBO. The decision by ACNI in 1965 to establish the Ulster 

Orchestra was a major undertaking, requiring extensive research and preparation. 

Ultimately, when the orchestra’s first season got underway in September 1966, ACNI 

was praised for its achievement in producing this ensemble on limited time and 

resources, and the Council regarded the orchestra as a source of great prestige. This 

chapter will explain the context of the Council’s decision to form the Ulster 

Orchestra, as well as outlining the political background behind the increased grant 

awarded to ACNI by the NI government. The influence of Prime Minister Terence 

O’Neill will be discussed, as will the various choices facing ACNI concerning the 

ensemble’s composition, player recruitment, and what its role would be; factors which 

contributed to the nature of the orchestra as we know it today.

1 Belfast Telegraph, 28 September 1966.
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BBC expansion

Between 1950 and 1966, the major provider of orehestral music in Belfast was the 

semi-professional CBO, an ad hoc body consisting of a combination of members of 

the resident BBC NI Orchestra and freelance players." This orchestra proved popular, 

regularly attracting near capacity audiences in the Ulster Hall,2 3 though it performed 

usually only about twelve concerts each year between September and April, meaning 

that there were long periods when no live orchestral music was heard in the city. As 

was discussed previously, the musical landscape of Northern Ireland changed 

dramatically in 1965, when the BBC NI Orchestra was enlarged from twenty-one 

players to thirty and changed from being a part-time body to a full-time one.4 This 

was part of the BBC’s increased commitments to the Light Programme (now Radio 

2), and the contracts for members of their Northern Ireland orchestra were increased 

from nineteen hours to thirty-three hours per week/ The arrangement whereby BBC 

players would be released for CBO concerts had always been down to goodwill on 

both sides, but the increased workload of these players under the terms of their new 

BBC contract meant that the release of players became more difficult. It was clear 

that these musicians would not be available for a full week of grand opera in the 

spring, for performances of Messiah on four consecutive nights in December or for 

concerts given to schoolchildren. Having assessed the situation, T.S. Turner, who was 

then Chairman of ACNTs Music Committee, made it clear to the Board that for the 

1965-6 season the Council would find itself in one of three difficult situations:

1) Carrying on with an orchestra recruited by the goodwill of the BBC - 

goodwill that can be withdrawn or denied by the stroke of a pen in London 

or in Belfast.

2 See pp. 46-56 above for an overview of the CBO’s activities.

' An audience of over 1,000 for these concerts would have been standard. The average attendance for 

the 1963-4 season was 1,246 fPRONI, AC/1/2/3: Schedule showing Net Cost and Estimated Cost for 

Events promoted by the Arts Council for the financial year 1 April 1963 to 31 March 1964],

4 See p. 58 above.

' PRONI, AC/1/2/3: Memo from the Chairman of the Music Advisory Committee to the ACNI Board, 

4 December 1964.
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2) Having NO orchestra at all, since members of the NILO may not be able to 

carry on the additional burden of extra work for purely personal reasons.

3) The formation of an orchestra by the promotion of present back desks, 

many of whom would not find a place in any permanent orchestra, with the 

addition of extra players who might be willing to undertake the additional 

work. This latter arrangement would be highly unsatisfactory in any 

circumstances and might be highly dangerous in matters of standard in 

performance.6 7 *

The popularity of the CBO meant that it was undesirable to abandon all orchestral 

provision in the region, and it was clear that the long-term commitment of BBC 

players was no longer guaranteed. The Music Committee noted that this ‘most 

deplorable state of affairs leads us to a discussion upon the establishment of a 

permanent orchestra, quite independently of the BBC’, though the immediacy of the 

BBC expansion ensured that ACNI was not in a position to put a new orchestra in 

place for September 1965. In the short-term therefore, the first of Turner’s 

recommendations seemed the most plausible and a verbal agreement ensured that for 

the 1965-6 season BBC players were released for CBO concerts. This was, however, 

only an interim arrangement while ACNI formulated a long-term policy, and at the 

next Board meeting in January 1965, a long discussion took place about the 

possibility of forming a permanent orchestra. The various options previously put 

forward by Turner were discussed at this meeting, and it was agreed that without the 

BBC players, it ‘would no longer be possible to maintain a high standard by pushing
o

the back desks forward’. It was made clear that ‘quality, not quantity was most 

essential’, therefore ‘first-class’ players would have to be recruited from elsewhere, 

forming a nucleus of professional musicians resident in Northern Ireland.9 Having 

reflected upon this set of circumstances it was resolved that ‘after serious

h Ibid.

7 Ibid.

x PRONI, AC/1/1/3: ACNI Board Minutes, 15 January 1966. Philip Cranmer, who was then Harty 

Professor of Music at QUB, expressed this sentiment.

9 Ibid.
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consideration, the Board approved, in principle, the formation of a permanent 

orchestra’.10

Peter Montgomery

While the BBC expansion forced ACNI into making a significant decision on the 

provision of orchestral music in Northern Ireland, many within ACNI welcomed this 

turn of events, as it created the ideal opportunity for the Council to expand its musical 

activities and pursue its stated aim of providing ‘what is best in music, drama, 

painting and sculpture’ and by 'providing professional performances and exhibitions 

of a high standard’.11 While the CBO was largely successful, its semi-professional 

status and the limited number of concerts it provided ensured that many music 

devotees in Northern Ireland had hoped for a permanent orchestra resident in the 

region for quite some time.* 1" ACNI also aspired to have more regular concerts, not 

only in Belfast, but throughout Northern Ireland;1' and one of the key personalities 

behind this concept was Peter Montgomery.14 Appointed President of ACNI in 1964 

on the recommendation of Michael Grant (then Vice-Chancellor of QUB),15 

Montgomery was a former professional musician who during the 1930s had worked 

for the BBC in Belfast as deputy conductor of the BBC NI Orchestra. His local 

knowledge and relevant experience ensured that he was suitably placed to push 

through the proposals for a permanent orchestra.

As well as being a former professional musician, Montgomery was an 

establishment figure, coming from a family of landowners in counties Tyrone and 

Fermanagh. This background ensured he was a persona grata with government 

figures, and his papers situated in PRONI include correspondence with the likes of

" ACNI Annual Report, 1962-3, p. 2.

12 See pp. 63-4 above.

1' ACNI Annual Report, 1964-5, p. 11.

14 See Personalia below.

PRONI, AC/12/1/16: Letter from Michael Grant to W.A. Seaby (Chairman of ACNI Standing 

Committee), 7 March 1964.
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Lord Wakehurst (Governor of Northern Ireland 1952-64), Erskine Childers (President 

of Ireland, 1973-4), Basil Brooke (Prime Minister of Northern Ireland, 1943-63) and 

Terence O’Neill (Prime Minister of Northern Ireland, 1963-9). 1(1 From his 

correspondence, we know that Montgomery met with O’Neill not long after he 

accepted the post of ACNI President, and it seems that this meeting was instigated by 

Grant, who wrote to Montgomery:

I’m sure it would be an excellent thing for you to have a talk with 

Terence O’Neill, to put him in the picture as we used to say in the 1940s, 

and receive general promises of support - which I’m absolutely sure he’ll 

give. Specific financial assurances, i.e. relating to sums and budgetary 

dimensions, are of course beyond his scope, since we’ll have to elicit 

those when the time comes in the autumn to put actual proposals to the 

Minister of Finance ... In my opinion there is now good reason to ask for 

quite a substantial bit more for deserving projects.17

Encouraged by his subsequent meeting with O’Neill, Montgomery clearly felt he 

could raise ACNI's profile and extract increased funding from the government. In a 

letter to the Prime Minister thanking him for ‘a most enjoyable dinner’, he wrote:

l have decided to accept the Arts Council job, in the belief that means 

will be found to raise the Council’s status and to widen its scope as well 

as improve the quality of its output. At present it does seem to be 

something of a Cinderella, and this cannot be good for our community 

life or for our image in Great Britain or abroad, but if the Council can in 

due course produce some solid proposal I dare hope that the Government 

will look at them with sympathy.Is

111 There are also letters from several high profile musicians, including Hamilton Harty, Ralph 

Vaughan-Williams and Hubert Parry, though these all pre-date his time as President of ACNI.

1 PRON1, AC/12/1/16: Letter from Grant to Peter Montgomery, 14 April 1964.

!s PRON1, AC/12/1/16: Letter from Montgomery to Terence O'Neill, 27 April 1964. The letter 

continued: ‘It is true that the demand for serious art, whether dramatic, musical or visual, is not highly 

developed in Northern Ireland, but this is largely due to artistic education, and to help provide this is 

surely one of the Arts Council’s first duties. It seems to me that the Council should have an income 

independent of Tmsts and Foundations, and of local bodies too’.
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This letter demonstrates that Montgomery was intent on increasing the output of 

ACNI from as early as April 1964 - not long after he was appointed President - and 

that he sought financial assurances from O’Neill that would allow the Council to do 

this. Regardless of the changes in arrangements with the BBC in 1965 therefore, it is 

clear that those within ACNI were already considering an expansion of its activities.

Government subsidy

The decision of ACNI in January 1965 to form a permanent orchestra signified this 

expansion; though beyond deciding that an orchestra would be established, its Board 

was far from clear about what size of orchestra was required, what its role would be 

and most importantly, how it would be financed. Initially, proposals for a chamber 

orchestra that would tour Ulster and then join forces with the BBC to put on larger 

concerts in Belfast were put forward, ensuring that the CBO could continue along 

similar lines. These were rejected, however, on the grounds that it could no longer be 

guaranteed that BBC players would want to continue playing with the CBO given that 

they would have less free time.lg Given ACNI’s limited resources, financing a new 

orchestra would not have been possible without a substantial increase in subsidy from 

the Stormont government, and it then became a priority for ACNI to secure this 

increase in revenue. In January 1965, not long after ACNI decided to pursue the 

fonnation of a permanent orchestra, Montgomery attempted to use his acquaintance 

with O’Neill to gain support for the project. In a letter to the Prime Minister, he 

argued that arts funding in Northern Ireland should be placed on a par with other parts 

of the UK.:

I realise indeed how many problems surround you at this time, but if you 

can give me a little help over the Arts Council I shall be most grateful. Of 

course, these things need patience, as I am sure you can appreciate better 

than I, but in fact, with regard to the subsidising of “Culture”, N.I. is well 

behind other countries, even in the rest of the UK which doesn’t do too 

well itself and a real boost to the Arts would bring interest, and people of 

interest to the country, and I know that you agree that all this is 

important.

19 PRONI. AC/1/1/3: ACNI Board Minutes, 15 January 1966.
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I realise of course that nothing more can be done this year, but I do hope 

very much that when the estimates come to be examined for 1966-7 we 

may be put on a par - proportionally of course - with say Wales."0

In his reply, O’Neill politely reminded Montgomery that it was not within his remit to 

deal with monetary matters, simply noting that, ‘So far as the Arts Council is 

concerned you will, I am sure, appreciate this is dealt with by the Ministry of Finance 

and I have forwarded your comments to that quarter'.21 Although this may not have 

been the response Montgomery had been hoping for, there was certainly no harm in 

bringing the matter to O'Neill’s attention, and ultimately the matter was looked upon 

sympathetically.

On the advice of the Prime Minister, the Ministry of Finance was approached 

and in November 1965 a formal request was made for increased government funding 

in order that a permanent orchestra could be formed. Of the arguments put forward by 

ACNI in favour of this proposal, education featured highly, it being pointed out that 

‘much more must be done to assist Education Authorities to stimulate music in 

schools’.2" The capacity for the orchestra to give public performances in towns 

throughout Northern Ireland was also emphasised, while 'it is expected that provincial 

Music Societies would draw upon the permanent orchestra for the professional 

stiffening required for their programmes of major works’. Encouragingly, in 

response to this letter, the Ministry accepted that there was ‘a primafacie case for the 

establishment for a permanent orchestra’, indicating that it would be willing to award 

a ‘very substantial’ increase in its grant to ACNI for 1966-7."4

The issue of funding for the arts was taken a step further when Frederick 

Simpson of the Labour Party raised it in Parliament in February 1966, bringing 

forward the proposal

:i1 PRONl, D627/A/190: Letter from Montgomery to O’Neill, 30 January 1965.

1 PRONL D627/A/200: Letter from O’Neill to Montgomery, 4 Febniary 1962.

"" PRONL AC/12/34: Letter from ACNI to Ministry of Finance, 2 November 1965.

23 Ibid.

24 PRONL AC/12/23: Letter from Ministry of Finance to ACNI. 29 November 1965.
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that this House would welcome a comprehensive Government 

programme for the development of the arts, the use of leisure time and 

the increase of sports facilities in Northern Ireland.

Simpson argued that ACNI existed on ‘a financial shoestring’,26 and that there ought 

to be ‘a reappraisal of the ways in which money is to be provided if the Council is to 

get the backing which it so rightly deserves’.27 Comparing government spending on 

the arts within the UK, Simpson noted that:

In 1964-65 the Arts Council in Great Britain received from Government 

sources £2,150,000. In 1965-66 this figure will be £2,815,000. 

Comparable figures for Northern Ireland are £44,450 and £50,447. Even 

on a population basis our figures in an area where there is so much 

leeway to make up are indeed very low. Hence our anxiety today to hear 

from the Minister what the new Ulster Unionist Government are going to
TO

do to produce this new look in the arts in Northern Ireland.

The government grants to ACNI at this time took the form of a basic grant 

supplemented by pound for pound grants. Pound for pound grants were an incentive 

by the Ministry of Finance for the Council to raise income from local authorities, 

industry and trust funds whereby the government would match the amount raised 

from other sources, up to a certain amount. For example, in 1964-5 ACNI was 

awarded a basic grant of £36,000, with a pound for pound grant of £15,000, though 

because only £8,315 was raised from alternative sources the entire grant was not taken 

up.29 For 1965-6, although the basic grant remained the same (£36,000), ACNI’s

23 Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 62: ‘Development of the Arts’, I 

February 1966, p. 512.

26 Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 62: ‘Development of the Arts’, 1 

February 1966, p. 515.

27 Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 62: ‘Development of the Arts’, 1 

February 1966, p. 513.

Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 62: 'Development of the Arts’, 1 

February 1966, p. 518.

Jl ACNI Annual Report. 1964-5, p. 23.
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overall income rose, as £14,478 was raised from other sources, and subsequently the 

pound for pound grant was increased.

In his response to Simpson’s proposal, the Unionist Minister of Finance - 

Herbert Victor Kirk - noted that he intended to ask the Stormont Parliament for an 

increase in the ACNI grant for 1966-7 to £62,000 with a pound for pound grant of up 

to £16,000, with a further increase to £80,000 and £20,000 for 1967-8, the first full 

year of the orchestra’s existence.31 Kirk welcomed ACNI’s proposal that the grant 

contributed to the creation of an orchestra, and wished it every success, ‘particularly 

as it will provide schoolchildren with better opportunities for listening to music and 

watching expert musicians play’.’" The motion was welcomed by the Parliament, and 

approved in May of that year, though there was a cautious reminder from Kirk that 

‘the Arts Council’s courageous venture in forming a full-time orchestra will only 

succeed if it received the full support of both the general public and of school 

authorities’.33

Given the complexity of forming a new orchestra, many of ACNI’s estimates 

were based on guesswork, albeit supported by information obtained from the 

Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra and the Northern Ireland Musicians’ Association 

(NIMA), who were able to provide salary figures. * * * 4 Michael Whewell - ACNI 

Director, 1965-9 " - estimated that a grant of £46,000 per annum would be a suitable

30 ACNI Annual Report, 1965-6, p. 23.

31 Ibid.

32 Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 62: ‘Development of the Arts’, 1 

February 1966, p. 531. This comment was met with a sarcastic interjection by Harry Diamond 

(Republican MP for the Falls area of Belfast) who said that there would be ‘no shortage of big drums’, 

though Diamond later stated that he in fact supported the proposal.

” Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 63, 25 May 1966, p. 1565.

4 PRONI, AC/1/1/3: Formation of Permanent Orchestra: Notes for discussion by Music Committee, 17 

February 1966.

” Whewell (see Personalia and Appendix 8, fig. 29 below) was appointed ACNI’s Director following 

the retirement of Mrs W.M. Capper in 1965.
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amount to set aside for the new orchestra.36 ACNI’s total annual income was £94,000, 

made up of the aforementioned basic government grant plus £7,000 from Local 

Authorities, which was subsequently doubled under the pound for pound grant. While 

the majority of this Local Authorities contribution in 1966-7 came from the City of 

Belfast (£5,630), for the previous 1965-6 season the Belfast Corporation had allocated 

£11,250 to the CBO, meaning that its contribution to orchestral music in the city had 

decreased.' The remainder of this £7,000 comprised local authority contributions 

from outside Belfast, each of these smaller councils making modest grants to the 

maintenance of an orchestra that would serve the entire region. Although ACNI’s 

overall income was set to increase. Table 2 demonstrates that the projected estimates 

for future spending on the Council’s other activities amounted to £76,240, meaning 

that there would be just £17,760 allocated to the new orchestra, much less than the 

£46,000 Whewell envisaged:

Table 2: Projected ACNI expenditure, 1966 3><

Estimated expenditure by activity

Drama and ballet £30,000

Art £14,900

Literature and Poetry £1,500

Operating costs £16,640

Other music activities £13,200

Total: £76,240

36 PRONI, AC/1/1/3: Formation of Permanent Orchestra: Notes for discussion by Music Committee, 17 

February 1966.

ACNI Annual Report 1966-7, pp. 34-5. This drop in funding may have been due to the fact that 

ACNI was the main driving force behind the new Ulster Orchestra, though it is worth noting that the 

accounts for the 1967-8 season show that the Belfast Corporation grant returned to £11,250 [ACNI 

Annual Report 1967-8, p. 45], Although this was an increase on the grant awarded for the Ulster 

Orchestra’s inaugural season, the much greater cost of the Ulster Orchestra compared to the CBO 

meant that the Corporation contributed proportionally much less to orchestral provision in the city than 

it had done previously.

PRONI, AC/1/8/2: Minutes of the Music Advisory Committee, 17 February 1966.
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This shortfall caused ACNI to recognise that a ‘fresh approach’ to the Ministry of 

Finance would have to be made, in the hope that the proposed government grant 

would be increased.'1 This request was duly accepted, and the basic grant of £80,000 

was increased by £20,000, Kirk arguing that arts provision for ACNI was to be on a 

par with grants to its UK counterpart, and that this increase was in line with increased 

grants to ACGB.40 While this increase in funding ultimately ensured there was 

enough money to finance the new orchestra, the estimates for the Council’s other 

activities were no longer realistic, and it was decided that the amount allocated to 

these were to be reduced by 30%, quite a significant cutback for the likes of drama, 

art and opera.41 Despite the ACNI’s estimates being awry, the Ministry of Finance 

appears to have been very sympathetic to the requests for increased funding, 

indicating that the Stormont administration was fully committed to delivering suitable 

provision for orchestral music at this time. There is perhaps some connection between 

this enlightened attitude and what was happening in Britain at this time. The 1960s 

was a time of improved subsidy of the arts in Britain, owing to Harold Wilson’s 

Labour administration. In a policy document titled A Policy for the Arts published in 

February 1965, the Labour government noted that ‘more generous and discriminating 

help is urgently needed, locally, regionally and nationally’, signalling a commitment 

to increased spending on the arts. This would allow ACGB to

make a larger contribution to regional associations, to increase their 

assistance to the leading artistic enterprises in Scotland and Wales ... and 

to provide assistance for first class orchestras.4 ’

This generous attitude to arts subsidy was imitated in Northern Ireland, and the 

decision of the Stormont Parliament to increase ACNI’s grant in order to fund the 

Ulster Orchestra can be viewed as an example of Northern Ireland’s cultural policy 

reflecting what was happening in Britain.

PRONl, AC/1/8/2: Minutes of the Music Advisory Committee, 17 February 1966.

40 Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 64, 3 November 1966, p. 2169.

41 PRONl, AC/1/1/3: ACNI Board Minutes, 13 April 1966.

42 Quoted in Sinclair, Arts and Cultures, p. 131.
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Liberal Unionism

It could be argued that the decision to increase funding to ACNI was part of the 

‘liberal’ Unionism advocated by Terence O’Neill in the mid-1960s. Having succeeded 

Brooke as Prime Minister in 1963, the former Minister for Finance was intent on the 

economic and social modernisation of the region.44 In contrast to Brooke, whose 

primary aim was to maintain the Unionist ascendancy;4^ by reaching out to Catholics 

O’Neill sought to reconcile the religious divide in Northern Ireland. This can perhaps 

be explained by his upbringing and education in England; unlike other Ulster 

politicians, O’Neill had the advantage of being able to view Northern Ireland’s 

problems in a wider context, uninfluenced by the narrow-mindedness that 

characterised unionist politics. In his first speech to the Ulster Unionist Council, 

O’Neill stated that he intended to ‘transform the face of Ulster’, and in a later 

interview was quoted as saying:

As for the divisions in our society, I sometimes wonder whether we do 

much good by so frequently talking about them. There are so many 

things which should unite all Ulster people. If we emphasise these things,
40

the divisions will be less significant.

While there is nothing in either the Stormont debates or the ACNI minutes to suggest 

that the Ulster Orchestra was a conscious attempt to unite Northern Ireland’s polarised 

communities, there can be no doubt that the increase in funding to ACNI at this time 

was part of O'Neill’s enlightened approach to government. The major examples of the 

region’s modernisation include the building of motorways, improvements in housing

44 For an overview of the politics of the Stormont Government during this period, see the chapter 

‘Terence O’Neill and the Crisis of the Unionist State’ in Patterson, Ireland Since 1939, pp. 180-211.

43 Eamon Phoenix has described Brooke as ‘a Fermanagh landlord whose long tenure of office merely 

confirmed his narrow sectarianism and limited intelligence. Brooke’s policy was to ignore the minority. 

His programme of industrial expansion tended to neglect the depressed nationalist areas of the south 

and west, thus compounding nationalist resentment’. Quoted in Phoenix (ed.), ‘Northern Ireland, 1921- 

79’, in A Century of Northern Life, p. 69.

46 This view is expressed by John Cole in his Introduction to O’Neill, Ulster at the Crossroads, p. 22.

4 Belfast Newsletter, 6 April 1963.

45 Interview with Mervyn Pauley, Belfast Newsletter, 12 January 1965.
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and the development of growing satellite towns around Belfast such as 

Newtownabbey, Castlereagh, Dunmurry and Lisburn. 49 Admittedly, many of 

O’NeilLs policies served only to cause more resentment among the Catholic 

population; for example the decision to situate Northern Ireland’s second university in 

the Protestant town of Coleraine instead of Derry where the Magee campus seemed to 

be an ideal location. There was also the creation of the new town between Lurgan and 

Portadown, which the Unionist government intended to be a modem metropolis, 

though naming it ‘Craigavon’ after Northern Ireland’s first Prime Minister only 

served to isolate the nationalist population. Regardless of how they were perceived, 

judging by his rhetoric it is clear that many of O’Neill’s policies were intent on 

improving social and economic conditions. 1̂

When the motion for increased ACNI funding was brought forward at 

Stormont, there was very little debate over what the grant would be spent on, though 

it had always been the policy of the NI government to award grants to CEMA/ACNI, 

but not to dictate what they expected to get out of it. O'Neill had previously expressed 

this sentiment during his tenure as Minister for Finance; in responding to calls from 

Members of Parliament for CEMA to be restructured in 1960, he stated that:

The Government provide the grant but do not, and in my opinion wisely, 

decide how that grant is going to be spent. I think I can point out in that 

context that the general surveillance of C.E.M.A. certainly so far as the 

provision of funds is concerned, comes under my Ministry, which might 

have a less particular interest in the kind of things that C.E.M.A. is doing

44 Improvement in infrastructure formed the basis of the Unionist Party’s 1965 election campaign, with 

promises to ‘provide more schools and houses, and to provide Ulster’s second University’, that 

‘existing towns, villages and rural areas will be fostered and renewed’, and that ‘substantial progress 

will be made on our motorway systems’, Belfast Telegraph, 16 November 1965.

311 In the Preface to his History of Northern Ireland, 1920-1966, Thomas Hennessey notes that the 

central theme to his book is that no matter what the intended goal of a particular policy was, it would 

be interpreted by unionists and nationalists ‘according to their particular world view’, meaning that the 

two communities often had different interpretations of events. Hennessey, A History of Northern 

Ireland. 1920-1966, p. ix.
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than another Ministry which might possibly have a particular axe to 

grind. I think it is a good thing, by and large, and that should be so.M

As can be seen from his correspondence with Montgomery cited earlier, O’Neill 

formally distanced himself from ACNI’s request for increased funding, directing them 

towards the Ministry of Finance instead. However this is not to say he was opposed to 

the proposal. In fact, much earlier Parliamentary debates from O'Neill’s time as a 

backbencher suggest that he was indeed a strong advocate of the government funding 

a full-time orchestra. In December 1947, not long after O’Neill was elected to 

Parliament, he posed the question to the Prime Minister,

whether he will investigate the possibility of establishing an Ulster 

Orchestra, and building a suitable hall for concerts and plays ... Does the 

right hon. gentleman not consider that this would not only be a great
52boon to us here at home, but also a valuable ambassador abroad?

The proposal was rejected on the grounds that funding such a project would be 

unfeasible, Brooke stating that the initiative in this matter should come from private 

individuals and Belfast Corporation: ‘I think it is really not part of the functions of the 

government’.53 O’Neill’s call for orchestral funding fell on deaf ears therefore, though 

this exchange indicates that he acknowledged the net benefits of a symphony 

orchestra and felt that it was the government’s role to lend financial support to such a 

project.

It is possible that O’Neill became aware of the issue of orchestral provision 

during his stint as Parliamentary secretary (1949-53) to Dame Dehra Parker, who was 

then President of CEMA. In his autobiography O’Neill said of Parker that ’We had a 

lot in common, not least our interest in the arts’.14 We know that he maintained this

’'Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 46: ‘C.E.M.A. Annual Report’, 31 

May 1960, p. 1825.

^Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 31, 16 December 1947, pp. 3462-3. 

Although O’Neill refers to an ‘Ulster Orchestra’, in all probability he uses ‘Ulster’ in the descriptive 

sense, calling for any kind of municipal orchestra, rather than pre-empting the naming of the Ulster 

Orchestra, which was formed during his tenure as Prime Minister.

53 Ibid.

’4 O’Neill, The Autobiography of Terence O ’Neill, p. 32.
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interest throughout his life; in a letter to the secretary of the Holywood Music Festival 

in 1968 he wrote:

Music has always meant a great deal to me personally from my school 

days. The more busy and complicated life becomes, the greater is the 

solace and unalloyed pleasure to be found in music, whether vocal or 

orchestral.

If the cultural life of a community is to flourish, it must I think have three 

elements. First of all, we should have a chance to experience from time to 

time the excellence of performers of international eminence. Those who 

have a chance to see or hear the superb are encouraged to raise their own 

standards of taste and discrimination ... I hope we will continue to see 

visits to Ulster by the best orchestras, the best opera companies, the finest 

ballets.

Of course the harsh economic facts make it difficult for us to maintain 

international standards of performance for lengthy periods. And so the 

second aspect of a healthy cultural life in Ulster must be the maintenance, 

on a regular basis, of good, professional standards. Here in Northern 

Ireland we should, 1 think, acknowledge our debt to the BBC for what it 

has done over the years in the world of music. And now, of course, with 

the foresight and energy of the Arts Council, we have a permanent Ulster 

Orchestra. 5

This letter gives an idea of the value that O’Neill placed on the arts, recognising the 

educational benefits and overall value to the community in particular. It also 

demonstrates that he understood the conditions whereby cultural life would flourish, 

noting the maintenance of ‘good professional standards’. Judging by this, it is fair to 

say that O’Neill’s interest in the arts and orchestral music provision was more than 

just a token gesture.

” PRONI, PM5/100/5: Letter from O’Neill to Secretary of the Holywood Festival, March 1968. The 

letter continued: ‘However, few people can hope to be professional musicians or actors, however many 

may enjoy their work. And so the third aspect of cultural health is a lively and general participation by 

enthusiasts’.
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While there is nothing in the Parliamentary debates, the ACNI archive or the 

various correspondence that has been quoted suggesting that O’Neill was directly 

involved with the formation of the Ulster Orchestra, overall there is good reason to 

argue that the Prime Minister was a strong advocate of orchestral provision. This can 

be surmised given the emphasis put on social reform throughout his tenure, previous 

statements in favour of orchestral provision and finally his own interest in the arts. 

One final piece of correspondence from O'Neill to Montgomery soon after the Ulster 

Orchestra gave its first concert may help strengthen this argument. Acknowledging 

the efforts of the Ministry of Finance and ACNI in establishing the new orchestra, the 

Prime Minister conveyed the hope that the new orchestra would greatly improve 

cultural life in Northern Ireland:

I am glad to hear that you are finding the Ministry of Finance helpful and 

sympathetic in dealing with the problems of the Arts Council. We may 

have been rather backward in developing our cultural institutions but I 

think we can look forward to a much brighter period ahead in view of the 

way things have been working out over the past few years.56

Education

When Parliament was approving the ACNI grant in February 1966, Kirk emphasised 

the educational role that the new orchestra would fulfil, remarking that fit will provide 

schoolchildren with better opportunities for listening to music and watching expert 

musicians play’. 7 The CBO gave the occasional school concert in Belfast, but it was 

envisaged that the new orchestra would be much more involved in this respect, 

regularly performing to schoolchildren not only in Belfast, but throughout Northern 

Ireland. ACNI was conscious of the importance of education when it came to securing 

funding, and when initial proposals for an orchestra were being discussed this was 

highlighted, with the Board minutes noting that fihe success of the scheme would

’ PRONI, D627/A/2/194: Letter from O’Neill to Montgomery, 7 October 1966.

’ Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 62: 'Development of the Arts’, 1 

February 1966, p. 53 1.
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depend upon support from the Education authorities’. s The ACNI Annual Reports 

from this time also outline the importance of the new orchestra’s educational role, 

emphasising the long-term benefits:

It is in the schools that the creative talent of the future must be 

discovered, protected and nourished ... In the performing arts, other 

institutions must be called into being before any educational facilities can 

be called satisfactory. Bluntly, education in drama and literature needs a 

permanent theatre company, and education in music needs a permanent 

orchestra. Moreover, these needs are interdependent; a permanent body 

of performing artists needs a training school for its future players/4

ACNI enjoyed what it described as a ‘profitable’ partnership with local Education 

authorities at this time, whereby the Council contracted artists for which the 

Education authorities were willing to pay/’0 The proposed new orchestra was in a 

position gain some much needed income for ACNI through education concerts 

therefore, as the Council outlined in its 1965-6 Annual Report:

The advent of the Ulster Orchestra is going to change the face of musical 

education in the province. All education committees have agreed to 

participate in providing school concerts, thus ensuring valuable 

opportunities for children throughout Northern Ireland to hear good 

music at first hand/’1

According the orchestra such a prominent educational role was important from 

the perspective of attaining suitable funding from the government. Realistically, a 

region the size of Northern Ireland - with only two urban centres - could not expect 

to maintain a symphony orchestra unless there was some role attached to it other than 

giving concerts. As well as providing enough of a workload for the musicians 

therefore, this ‘intensive deployment in education’ provided the government with an

5i< PRONI, AC/1/1/3: ACNI Board Minutes, 15 January 1965. 

’’’ ACNI Annual Report. 1965-6. p. 3.

6,1 ACNI Annual Report, 1965-6, p. 13.

,’1 ACNI Annual Report, 1965-6, p. 14.
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appropriate solution to the problem of the arts in general education/’^ Although the 

realignment of orchestral music in Northern Ireland was prompted by mitigating 

factors elsewhere, the expansion of ACNI’s activities in this sphere was preferable to 

a similar growth in drama, largely due to facilities. In the absence of a suitable theatre, 

only music could have had an immediate impact, ensuring that ‘Music was to be the 

spearhead: Drama, for lack of proper housing, had had to wait’.6'

The ACNI Annual Report for 1964-5 informs us that the new ensemble was to 

be set up upon the lines of the Stuttgart Chamber Orchestra, though there is little 

elaboration on what is meant by this.64 Karl Miinchinger founded the Stuttgart 

Chamber Orchestra in 1945, and although it gave 70 to 90 concerts per season, the 

majority of these were held outside Stuttgart.6^ The orchestra was made up of a core 

ensemble of 17 strings and supplemented by players from Germany’s many other 

professional orchestras when needed.66 Given the emphasis put on the role of the 

Ulster Orchestra as a touring unit, we can surmise that this was to be one of the main 

parallels with its German counterpart, though it was less clear how many players 

ACNI wanted for its new ensemble. The Council’s Music Advisory Committee made 

the following recommendation to the Board in relation to this:

Although an orchestra of 60 players was desirable, the Committee 

appreciated the extreme financial difficulty of such a proposal. They, 

therefore, wished it to be clearly understood that, in the present situation, 

they considered an orchestra of 45 players to be the smallest orchestra 

they would be prepared to recommend.6

ACNI Annual Report, 1965-6, p. 3.

63 ACNI Annual Report, 1965-6, p. 5. 

h4 ACNI Annual Report, 1964-5, p. 11.

Robert Craven, ‘Stuttgart Chamber Orchestra’, in Symphony Orchestras of the World, ed. by Craven 

(New York: Greenwood, 1987), p. 174.

66 Ibid.

<17 PRONI, AC/l/8/2: ACNI Music Advisory Committee Minutes, I7 February 1966. Although the 

minutes record contributions from several members of the music committee, Maurice Miles had 

expressed his preference for 45 players, and it is clear that he was an influential figure when it came to 

all aspects of planning for the new orchestra.
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It was estimated that the annual net cost for an orchestra of this size would be 

£81,500, meaning that approximately half of the subsidy given to ACNI to cover all 

facets of the arts went on the orchestra alone. When it came to player salaries, 

however, the Board was bound to the wage structure of the MU in London, who in 

March 1966 had asked for a substantial increase in the basic weekly rate of pay for 

regional orchestras.A deal between the MU and the Orchestral Employers’ 

Association (of which ACNI was a member) resulted in an increase of £5 a week per 

player, meaning that an orchestra of 45 players now exceeded ACNI’s budget.'0 A 

compromise was reached by reducing the number of players appropriately, along the 

following lines:

The effect of this interim agreement was to increase our own salary bill 

by about £11,000, an amount quite beyond our present resources. As the 

Government has indicated their inability to help further the only 

alternative open to us was to adjust the size of the orchestra by an 

appropriate reduction. It had been stressed to the Music and Standing 

Committees that the potential repertoire of the orchestra was no different 

for any number of players between 35 and 45, and there was some room 

for negotiation with principal players who would be paid at above-basic 

rates. The Director felt an optimum size in present conditions would be 

37/38 musicians. He recommended that the best bargain should be made 

for players within the scope of the present budget, bearing in mind that 

our vulnerability to future Union demands would increase with each 

additional player contracted.71

An ensemble of 37 players was settled on therefore, this greater flexibility ensuring 

that the orchestra could attract better players for principal positions. This was 

obviously a much smaller orchestra than the CBO, which regularly contained 70-80 

players, and the repertoire the new orchestra could perform was restricted because of 

this. Largely confined to chamber works and music from the baroque and classical

PRONI, AC/l/l/3: ACNI Board Minutes, 13 April 1966.

69 Ibid.

70 Ibid.

71 Ibid.
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eras, there was not a great deal of variety in the music performed by the Ulster 

Orchestra, though as we have seen, ACNI had little choice but to settle for this 

composition.

The Ulster Orchestra

It was decided that the name of the new ensemble should be the ‘Ulster Orchestra’, 

indicating that it was not just confined to Belfast. Montgomery said that “We have 

called it ‘The Ulster Orchestra’, not only because it will play throughout Ulster but 

also we hope it will be the means of spreading much farther abroad the fame of the 

land whose name it bears”. This quote reveals a rather lofty notion of what the new 

orchestra’s role would be, though there were several delays when it came to choosing 

a name for the new orchestra. The ACNI Board did not decide on the ‘Ulster 

Orchestra’ until May 1966 - just months before the inaugural season was due to begin 

- having deferred the decision on more than one occasion. The considerable amount 

of time spent over this indicates that choosing a suitable name seems to have been 

problematic for the Council. When ACNI's Music Committee first raised the question 

in February 1966, no suggestions were put forward and it was deferred until a later 

date. ' When the item appeared on the agenda for a Board meeting on 13 April 1966 it 

was noted that ‘various names were put forward, but as a number of members had by 

this time left the meeting, it was decided to postpone a decision for a ‘Special Board 

Meeting’ to be arranged in the middle of May’.74 At this ‘Special Board Meeting’, the 

choice of name was agreed, though unfortunately the minutes do not state what the 

alternatives were. We are simply told that:

Various suggestions put forward by members present and from those 

unable to attend were considered. A long discussion ensued after which it 

was proposed by Professor Pemberton, seconded by Mr Sloan and

~ Belfast Telegraph, 28 September 1966.

’ PRON1, AC/1/8/2: ACNI Music Advisory Committee Minutes, 17 February 1966. 

74 PRONI, AC/1/1/3: ACNI Board Minutes, 13 April 1966.
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unanimously agreed that the name of the new orchestra should be “The 

Ulster Orchestra”.7s

In order to differentiate the new orchestra from its predecessor, and to incorporate the 

entire region, it is unlikely that many of the suggested names involved ‘Belfast’. 

Similarly, it was unlikely that the name would incorporate any deliberate political 

associations; as Acton remarked in the Irish Times in February 1966, ‘we are not 

likely to be faced with the Craigavon Symphony Orchestra just yet’.76 Given that 

there is no documentation stating what the alternative suggestions were, it can only be 

assumed that the debate was whether to include ‘Northern Ireland’ or ‘Ulster’ in the 

title, or perhaps even to give the orchestra a name that did not specify a location. For 

years the resident BBC Orchestra had ‘Northern Ireland’ in its title, largely due to 

BBC Northern Ireland having been formed in 1924, during the early years of the new 

state. While this new station was reluctant to broadcast anything that was politically 

biased, the Government of Northern Ireland was keen that the BBC should reflect the 

new state’s status as a separate entity, hence the station’s name.' It is possible that 

ACN1 wanted to distance themselves from any notion of partition, and although the 

three counties of Ulster that did not form part of Northern Ireland were not frequented 

by the Ulster Orchestra as much as the rest of the province, it was not unknown for 

the orchestra to visit towns such as Monaghan and Letterkenny, thus making it truly
78an ‘Ulster Orchestra’.

Player recruitment

Having conducted the CBO since 1955, Miles was automatically appointed Principal 

Conductor for the new orchestra. Miles was the ideal candidate for this post, given his

’ PRONI, AC/1/1/3: ACN1 Special Board Meeting Minutes, 18 May 1966.

'Irish Times, 14 February 1966.

7 The BBC was officially neutral, though one of the conditions of a station being erected in Belfast 

was that ‘the right to stop transmission at any time, if such a course is considered necessary or desirable 

in the public interest, is reserved to the Government of Northern Ireland’ [Cathcart, The Most Contrary 

Region, p. 18].

7S See Appendix 4 below for list of Ulster Orchestra performances in the Republic of Ireland, 1966-74.
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relationship with ACNI and knowledge of the musical scene in Northern Ireland. 

Prior to his appointment with the CBO, Miles had been the Principal Conductor with 

the Yorkshire Symphony Orchestra, a post he had held since that orchestra’s 

inauguration in 1947.7l) On this appointment, Miles’s primary task was to assemble an 

orchestra of over sixty players, and begin rehearsals in preparation for the opening of 

the orchestra’s first season. Miles was responsible for the artistic side of this project,

the selection of players as well as putting together appropriate programmes, making
81him an influential figure in the establishment of the Yorkshire Symphony Orchestra. 

The experience Miles had attained was invaluable when it came to the creation of the 

Ulster Orchestra in Northern Ireland, and it is clear that he was heavily involved in 

many of the key decisions regarding the new orchestra, including composition and 

player recruitment.

Out of a total of 250 applicants from interested musicians, approximately 150 

were auditioned for positions in the Ulster Orchestra, the standard varying 

significantly. Alongside Miles on the audition panel sat Leonard Pugh, who recalled a 

story of one violinist who attended an audition, apparently oblivious to the fact that he 

would be asked to play the instrument:

One person who turned up with a fiddle case, and put the fiddle case on 

the table. Maurice said “are you going to open it?” - “oh yes” - “are you 

going to play it?” - “oh, you want me to play?” This was an audition for 

the Ulster Orchestra!*2

79 The Yorkshire Symphony Orchestra was established by the City of Leeds, in partnership with eight 

other Yorkshire municipalities: Dewsbury, Doncaster, Halifax, Huddersfield, Hull, Keighley, Rotheram 

and Wakefield. The orchestra was formed on a full-time basis, with each municipality agreeing to hire 

the orchestra for a specified number of concerts at an agreed fee. It soon established itself as one of the 

UK’s leading provincial orchestras, but folded in 1955 due to lack of financial resources. For further 

information see Potts, ‘The Yorkshire Symphony Orchestra: A review of its first four years’, pp. 209- 

11, Potts, ‘The Yorkshire Symphony Orchestra: A Post Mortem (1)’, pp. 132-3 and Potts, ‘The 

Yorkshire Symphony Orchestra: A Post Mortem (2)’, pp. 188-9.

‘so Potts: ‘The Yorkshire Symphony Orchestra: A Post Mortem (1)’, p. 132.

81 Ibid.

Interview with Leonard Pugh, 25 October 2011. For biographical information on Pugh, see 

Personalia below.
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The average age of members of the new orchestra was just twenty-five; aside from a 

few older principal players, most of the recruits were between the ages of twenty and 

twenty-three, making it a remarkably young ensemble.v’ The woodwind section was 

particularly youthful, all eight players were in their early twenties, while the principal 

trumpeter laan Wilson was just nineteen when he was appointed.s4 Many of the 

musicians appointed were either Irish, or had played in Irish orchestras previously, 

including ten who at one stage had performed with the CBO,'x? while nine came from
r r ox

the Radio Eireann Symphony Orchestra (RESO) in Dublin. There was a strong Irish 

contingent in the orchestra, with seven players from the Republic of Ireland and five 

from Northern Ireland. s There were also seventeen English players, three

Hungarians, while France, Germany, Sri Lanka and the West Indies were also
88represented, meaning there was an interesting mix of nationalities in the orchestra.

The reason why so many defected to the Ulster Orchestra from Dublin was 

that in 1966 the RESO was going through a particularly turbulent phase; as well as the 

nine who moved north to the Ulster Orchestra, another seven left the RESO during 

that year. This was mainly due to Tibor Paul’s reign as conductor at Radio Eireann. 

This Hungarian maestro operated a strict authoritarian regime, and was opposed to the

S3 PRONI, AC/12/34: ‘Ulster Orchestra’ document giving biographies of the orchestra’s original 

members.

84 Ibid.

^ When ACNI unveiled its plans for the orchestra, newspapers reported the ensemble as having ten 

former CBO players [Belfast Telegraph, 15 August 1966], though due to the ad hoc basis on which 

players were engaged with this orchestra, it is difficult to ascertain exactly which players came from 

this orchestra. Of the Ulster Orchestra members in 1966, Patrick Bell, Bernadette McBrierty, Yvonne 

Rabbow, Deirdre Levins, Angela Campbell, Molly Concannon and Sally McGifford had certainly 

played with the CBO previously.

86 Pine, Music and Broadcasting in Ireland, p. 476. The nine players who defected from the Radio 

Eireann orchestra were: Janos Ftirst, Yvonne McGuinness, Teresa Kelly, Brian Mack, Deirdre Levins, 

Maurice Meulien, Brighid Mooney, Jozsef Racz and Janos Keszei.

87 PRONI, AC/12/34: ‘Ulster Orchestra’ document giving biographies of the orchestra’s original 

members.

88 Ibid.

8y Pine, Music and Broadcasting in Ireland, p. 476.
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creation of the Irish Chamber Orchestra (ICO) by a group of players within his 

orchestra, feeling that this would detract from their full-time jobs.90 Janos Fiirst,91 co

founder of the ICO who was one of the musicians to leave Dublin to become leader of 

the Ulster Orchestra, later admitted that this was indeed the case. In an interview with 

Music Ireland magazine in 1986, he explained that:

We were getting too big for our boots. It was as simple as that. We were 

caring too little for our jobs, which was Radio Eireann. They were paying 

us a full salary and we wanted to play concerts elsewhere and Paul was 

very irritable.9"

The formation of the new orchestra north of the border was a timely coincidence for 

the players who had become disillusioned with Paul’s regime therefore, prompting 

Acton to comment in the Irish Times that ’Belfast is not likely to encice the R.E.S.O. 

players away for purely financial reasons’.9’ For the three Hungarian players who 

joined the Ulster Orchestra (Fiirst, bass player Jozsef Racz and timpanist Janos 

Keszei) there was, however, perhaps a more practical reason for them wanting to 

leave the Republic of Ireland. Raymond Warren - then Professor of Music at QUB - 

recalled that these players were keen to get orchestral jobs in Britain, and they 

regarded the Ulster Orchestra as a stepping stone towards this:

They felt it was in their best interests to get into the sterling area, and if 

they got to Belfast then they could jump off and apply for posts in the 

BBC Symphony Orchestra or whatever. A number of them did do that.94

Many of the RESO players were appointed to principal positions in the Ulster 

Orchestra; as well as Fiirst leading the orchestra, Yvonne McGuinness was sub

leader, Teresa Kelly principal second violin, Brian Mack principal viola and Maurice

90 Pine, Music and Broadcasting in Ireland, p. 446.

91 See Personalia and Appendix 8, fig. 16 below.

Music Ireland, December 1986-January 1987, p. 10.

9! Irish Times, 14 February 1966.

94 Interview with Raymond Warren, 28 July 2011.
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Meulien principal cello.95 These players made up the nucleus of the string section, 

along with the ten former CBO players. It is interesting to note that in contrast to the 

several different nationalities represented in the string section, with the exception of 

Edward Beckett (principal flute), the entire wind and brass sections of the new Ulster 

Orchestra were English.96 Of the twelve Irish musicians appointed to the Ulster 

Orchestra, eleven were string players, perhaps an indication of the high standard of 

string playing in Ireland. It is more likely, however, that the overall quality of 

candidates who applied for string positions was lower than their wind and brass 

counterparts. The mid-1960s saw a dramatic decrease in the number of professional 

string players internationally, and it was not just the Ulster Orchestra that found it 

difficult to recruit suitable candidates; in August 1966 The Guardian reported that this 

shortage hampered plans by the Scottish National Orchestra (now the RSNO) to 

increase its permanent strength to 96, while the Halle and Bournemouth Symphony
98Orchestras were facing similar problems in their proposed plans for expansion. 

Wilfred Stiff, secretary of the Orchestral Employers’ Association was quoted as 

saying:

In Europe and America not as many people wanted to learn violin as in 

the past. Young people wanted to be individuals, rather than play in 

orchestras. There was a trend towards wind instruments, partly due to the 

formation of more chamber ensembles.1,9

This may have been the case, but it is perhaps more likely that with the growing 

number of players employed by UK orchestras in the immediate post-war period, 

supply simply exceeded demand.

Miles had expressed his regret that ‘a number of musicians who had been able 

to accept part-time contracts with the City Orchestra had not been in a position to

95 PRONI. AC/12/34: ‘Ulster Orchestra’ document giving biographies of the orchestra’s original 

members.

96 Ibid.

97 Ibid.

' The Guardian, 18 August 1966.
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apply for the new orchestra’ due to its full-time status;100 and the loss of income for 

these musicians was a sad, but necessary, consequence of the Ulster Orchestra’s 

formation. There is no indication that these musicians protested against this outcome, 

but it did draw some negative comment from one Belfast Telegraph correspondent, 

who wrote a letter to the editor expressing the view that more local professionals 

should have been appointed to the new orchestra. ‘Fair Play’ wrote:

Frankly, I feel that this is a scandalous situation and it seems as if the 

£100,000 of taxpayer’s money is being used to provide jobs for 

musicians from everywhere and anywhere, whilst our own native 

professional musicians are thrown on the scrap heap ... Under the new 

arrangements, quite a number of musicians from the previous orchestra 

are not available. One would have thought that the remaining performers, 

with the addition perhaps of a few principals, would have automatically 

formed the new orchestra, without the indignity of auditions - surely the 

length of service they had given to the CBO would have been sufficient 

audition, as I am sure had they not been living up to the high standard of 

the orchestra, their contracts would not have been renewed.101

This criticism drew a response from Whewell, and Walter Stewart, General Secretary 

for NIMA. In a fairly robust defence of the recruitment process, Whewell wrote:

The Ulster Orchestra feels proud to have been able to appoint as many as 

ten players of the former City of Belfast Orchestra because the latter 

contained not only freelance players but almost the entire personnel of 

the BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra who are no longer available to us 

because they now play full-time for the BBC.

Of other players, some were unable to accept full-time contracts for 

personal and domestic reasons so that in a few cases we had to content 

ourselves with asking them to stand by as deputies.

As to auditions, no one in his senses spends £100,000 without testing the 

market first. Auditions were necessary because nothing but the best is

1"" Belfast Telegraph, 15 August 1966. 

101 Belfast Telegraph, 24 August 1966.

91



good enough for Ulster; and here I think I can say that firmness and 

courtesy were shown on both sides between the players’ union (the 

Northern Ireland Musicians’ Union) and the Arts Council, so that “fair 

play’’ was ensured.

It’s no shame if laymen need to ask these questions; they are entitled to 

know, and surely shouldn’t need to shelter under pseudonyms.I(L

In his reply, Stewart made the point that under the rules of his Union, all players were 

required to undertake an audition before they could be included in a professional 

orchestra, and highlighted the role of NIMA in the formation of the Ulster Orchestra:

My Union was naturally delighted that our members in the BBC were 

being placed on a full-time contract, as it opened the way for something 

we had been pressing the Government and local authorities to do for 

many years - establish a full-time professional orchestra in Ulster so that 

our boys and girls in the schools would have a future here as professional 

musicians ... My Union has been negotiating with the Arts Council since 

January of this year to obtain as many places as possible for local 

musicians of competent standard; my union was represented at the 

auditions held to see that fair play was given, and our representative gave 

a full report of the auditions which was accepted by my executive 

committee; my union negotiated the terms and contract for the Ulster 

Orchestra, and I can say that these are most satisfactory."1'

As can be seen, most of the criticisms made by ‘Fair Play’ were poorly founded, 

though it is understandable that the casual observer might question the need to import 

so many musicians when Belfast had previously maintained an orchestra of up to 

eighty players, and it seems that this was an isolated instance of opposition towards 

the new orchestra.

The sentiments expressed in this letter echo those of a letter that appeared in 

the Northern Whig in January 1957 that complained about the decision of the BPS to 

disband its orchestra of amateur players, a similar situation whereby the amateur

1112 Belfast Telegraph, 26 August 1966. 

'l)-, Ibid.
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players were discarded and the semi-professional CBO replaced the BPS’s own 

orchestra.104 While such developments tend to draw critics, with hindsight it seems 

that the decision by ACNI to establish the Ulster Orchestra was justified. Perhaps the 

best summation of the events that led to the creation of the Ulster Orchestra comes 

from Acton, who praised the Council for its foresight in forming a lasting solution:

Present and possible future changes in the BBC policy have provided an 

impetus for a change that was due to come, in a situation which was 

essentially pragmatic and evolutionary, though it has had an air of 

permanency.

Pragmatic, in that it ensured stability in terms of orchestral music-making after 

sixteen years of the ad hoc CBO and evolutionary, given that ACNI had never funded 

such a large body on a full-time basis previously; the decision to establish the Ulster 

Orchestra has been justified through its longevity and extensive contribution to all 

aspects of musical life in the region.

11,4 Northern Whig, 22 January 1957. The BPS decided that it was no longer practical to maintain an 

orchestra that contained amateur players and began to use the CBO instead.

'"'Irish Times, 14 February 1966.
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Ill

‘From shadow to substance’: The Ulster Orchestra’s Inaugural Season, 1966-7

With the formation of the Ulster Orchestra in September 1966, ACNI invested in what 

was its most significant and expensive project to date, creating for the first time in 

Northern Ireland a full-time, professional symphony orchestra.1 * * Dating back to 

December 1964, ACNI engaged in a great deal of planning and negotiation in order to 

realise this scheme. The bulk of the preparation involved the financing of the new 

orchestra, as well as defining what role it would have in Northern Ireland’s cultural 

life. In its Annual Report for 1965-6, ACNI expressed its desire that the ‘arts are 

never to be less generously treated here than in Great Britain’, and having 

successfully appealed to the NI government for a significant rise in its funding for the 

1966-7 season, the Council was content that its income was on a par, per capita, with 

its UK counterpart, ACGB. ' This increase in funding provided the opportunity for 

ACNI to proceed with its proposals for the Ulster Orchestra, an ensemble that would 

perform concerts not only in Belfast but throughout Northern Ireland, as well as 

fulfilling a substantial educational role, for example by putting on concerts for 

schoolchildren.

‘From shadow to substance’ was how the Belfast Newsletter's music critic, 

Donald Cairns, described this undertaking, expressing the hope that the venture ‘may 

prosper and bring proper rewards to the Arts Council, and to players and audiences 

alike’.4 There was a great deal of support for the orchestra throughout the local media, 

and ACNI justifiably received widespread praise for its role in the recruitment of 

players and preparation for the inaugural season of concerts. As Rathcol noted in his 

weekly column in the Belfast Telegraph:

When the idea of a new full-time professional orchestra for Northern

Ireland was mooted a year or two ago many doubts were expressed about

1 For a photograph from the Ulster Orchestra’s launch, see Appendix 8, fig. 10 below.

~ ACNI Annual Report, 1965-6, p. 5.

’ ACNI Annual Report, 1966-7, p. 12.

* Belfast Newsletter, 16 August 1966.
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the possibility of recruiting, let alone supporting such a group of players.

The boldness of imagination and the energy of execution shown by the 

Arts Council in being able to provide us now with an orchestra of our 

own speaks well for the future of music here.5

There was, however, some uncertainty about the extent of audience support the new 

ensemble would have. There had never been such a high frequency of orchestra 

concerts in the region, nor in such a variety of venues and towns. Cairns warned that 

audience support for the new orchestra might not be as extensive as ACNI expected:

The big imponderable in the whole enterprise is the support it will 

receive from the public. Everyone concerned is optimistic. So am I. But I 

think we must all realise that consistently large audiences cannot be built 

up overnight. It takes time, quite a lot of time. Indeed 1 am sure that the 

full impact of this great new venture in the life of our Province will not 

be felt for some years.6

As we shall see in this chapter, Cairns’s prediction rang true, as the Ulster Orchestra 

struggled to attract large audiences. This proved to be the orchestra’s main problem 

not only in its inaugural season, but in the years ahead, meaning the size of the 

ensemble and the subsequent limitations in repertoire was a much more significant 

issue than ACNI had envisaged.

Early concerts

A sample of what to expect from the new ensemble was given at a civic reception at 

Belfast City Hall in September 1966, an event organised by the Lord Mayor of Belfast 

to celebrate the Ulster Orchestra’s formation. Speaking at the reception, Peter 

Montgomery noted the important role the Stormont Parliament played in the 

orchestra’s formation, and thanked them for their co-operation:

’ Belfast Telegraph, 26 September 1966.

" Belfast Newsletter, 27 September 1966.

For a photograph of the concert, see Appendix 8, fig. 11 below.
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We are proud to see such distinguished representation of the Government 

here tonight and I welcome this chance of acknowledging here and now 

our deep appreciation of their sympathetic attitude to the arts; this 

attitude is, if I may say so, characteristic of their enlightened and 

progressive policies in general. All along the way they have shown a very

real understanding of our work and our problems. Without their most
8generous support the orchestra could never have come into being.

This City Hall concert was an invitation-only event, with the orchestra performing 

only a short programme consisting of the overture to Mozart’s Le nozze di Figaro, 

Beethoven’s Romance in F for violin and orchestra, the Scherzo from Mendelssohn’s 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Rossini’s overture to La Scala di seta and Percy 

Grainger’s arrangement of the Derry Air, Irish Tune from County Derry. While the 

performance gave invitees a taste of what to expect from the new orchestra, this was 

limited to government officials, newspaper critics, ACN1 staff and other dignitaries. 

The Ulster Orchestra's first public concert took place not in Belfast, but in Derry, in 

the rather inauspicious surroundings of the assembly hall in Londonderry Girls’ High 

School.9 Rathcol described these surroundings as ‘hardly ideal acoustically for this 

kind of event’,10 though the preferred venue - Derry's Guildhall - wasn’t available. 

The haste with which the concert was arranged meant that ACNI had to settle for ‘a 

poky school half, as Stephen Walsh described it in The Observer.Walsh later 

recalled that this event was ‘a pretty low profile affair’,1- giving the impression that 

this concert was a rather inappropriately modest event. It may seem surprising that 

something which should have been a momentous occasion took place in a suburban 

school and not in the Ulster Hall, now long-established as the orchestra’s home; 

however in a programme note for one of the orchestra’s early concerts, Whewell 

observed that ‘the object of the Council in forming the orchestra is to bring the

s PRONI, AC/12/18: Speech made by Peter Montgomery, 28 September 1966. 

9 For an advertisement of this Derry concert, see Appendix 8, fig. 12 below. 

"'Belfast Telegraph. 1 October 1966.

11 The Observer. 2 October 1966.

12 Email correspondence with Stephen Walsh, 7 November 2012.

96



highest standards of music to every town in the Province’,* 1'1 indicating that Ulster 

Orchestra concerts were not to be confined to Belfast.

It was typical for British newspapers to cover Northern Ireland for the annual 

season of opera or the Belfast Festival, though orchestral concerts generally did not 

receive the same level of nationwide coverage. The Guardian did, however, send its 

music critic to review the Ulster Orchestra’s inaugural concert in Derry. Walsh noted 

that:

A small orchestra is in any circumstance the hardest of ensembles to 

rehearse at concert pitch, and I thought that Maurice Miles did an 

admirable job in unfriendly surroundings on what may have been 

inadequate rehearsal time. But so far as the orchestra’s future is 

concerned, one must consider it case adjourned.14

Rathcol was rather more specific in his criticisms of the orchestra, as well as being 

much more optimistic regarding the future of orchestral music in Northern Ireland:

There were moments last night, especially in Haydn’s Cello Concerto in 

D, when discipline was less than taut, and when the exuberance of these 

young players overcame their sense of unity. But what compensations 

there were! The flexibility and technical brilliance of the woodwind, the 

richness and cohesiveness of the strings, the smoothness of the horn 

playing, and above all the fine balance between the various groups of 

players - all these made the programme a delight to listen to. It is safe to 

predict that Northern Ireland will have a resurgence of interest in 

orchestral concerts now that we have an orchestra with an infectious 

enthusiasm and a wholly professional outlook.

The Londonderry’ Sentinel recorded that the concert was well attended, with the 

orchestra receiving a ‘warm reception’ from the audience, which was rewarded with 

an encore of the Derry Air.Ul Aside from the complaints regarding the acoustic in the

lj Ulster Orchestra concert programme, 21 October 1966.

14 The Observer, 2 October 1966.

1 Belfast Telegraph, 1 October 1966.

16 Londonderry Sentinel, 5 October 1966.
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school hall, the overall success of the concert vindicated ACNI’s choice of location 

for this important occasion, as well as providing a sample of the high level of 

performance this new ensemble was capable of producing.

Following the concert in Londonderry Girls’ High School, the Ulster 

Orchestra performed a lunchtime concert in Belfast’s War Memorial Hall, Waring 

Street, on 5 October 1966. The city centre location meant that this concert was 

accessible for many to attend during their lunch hour, and indeed it drew a capacity 

audience, which overflowed from the hall into the foyer of the building.17 Once again 

the acoustic in the venue proved unsatisfactory, with Rathcol noting that ‘it was 

difficult to hear the orchestra above the noise of the traffic, rustling papers and the 

clip-clop of heels’.IX Despite the trying conditions, however, many remained standing 

for the duration of the programme. As was the case with the Derry concert, there had 

been a problem with booking the first choice venue, forcing the orchestra to settle for 

the War Memorial Hall instead of the preferred Wellington Hall (also in Belfast’s city 

centre). The difficulty in securing adequate venues is symptomatic of the struggles 

ACNI faced in arranging the orchestra’s first season, although judging by audience 

and newspaper response, the unflattering surroundings did not appear to diminish 

public enthusiasm for the orchestra’s playing. The first impression of the orchestra 

from Cairns was largely positive, reinforcing Rathcol’s sentiment that while 

improvements could be made, overall this was a promising start:

Transparency of texture, rhythmical flexibility, warmly coloured tone, 

already a close approach to unanimity - these are the immediately 

noticeable virtues of the new group. Indeed, throughout the whole hour 

the far from favourable acoustics exposed some irregularities - off-centre 

notes, a mishap here and there, a hint of impetuosity - which would 

normally pass unnoticed. So the Ulster Orchestra is not perfect. It is not a 

miracle or a marvel. But it is very, very good and will be better. And this 

first midday concert was a great success in every way.19

1 Belfast Telegraph, 5 October 1966. 

I!i Ibid.

' Belfast Newsletter, 5 October 1966.
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The players were afforded little respite during this period; after this Belfast 

concert the next fortnight was occupied by a tour of the region, with concerts taking 

place in Newry, Strabane, Banbridge, Lame, Cookstown, Coleraine, Enniskillen and 

Dungannon. The repertoire performed at these concerts was often repeated, allowing 

rehearsal time to be kept to a minimum. For example, Schubert’s Symphony No. 6 

was performed in Derry, Newry, Strabane, Enniskillen and Dungannon, while 

Haydn's Symphony No. 103 was performed in Larne, Cookstown and Coleraine. 

Nearly all of the works prepared by the orchestra were performed at more than one 

venue, though the amount of travel involved combined with the frequency of concerts 

meant that the players were still subject to a demanding schedule. Attendances for 

these concerts varied, presumably dependent on the extent to which each local 

authority or local press advertised them. In Enniskillen for example, there was a 

‘packed house’ for the visit of the orchestra, though when covering the concert by the 

Enniskillen-based Impartial Reporter, the newspaper noted that ‘this was the best 

attendance of the tour so far - only 25 turned out in one town which had better remain 

nameless’.21

The next milestone for the Ulster Orchestra was its first appearance in the 

Ulster Hall on 21 October 1966, the first evening performance to take place in Belfast. 

Again, this was a high profile event that received a great deal of media attention, and 

was the first opportunity for many present to hear the orchestra for the first time, 

prompting a capacity audience which led to a marked ‘sense of expectancy’ according 

to the Belfast Telegraph. On taking their places on stage, it was noted that the 

orchestra was accorded a ‘rapturous welcome’, reflecting a high level of appreciation 

for the new ensemble. The playing at this concert, which featured Mendelssohn’s 

Hebrides overture, Wagner’s Siegfried Idyll, Beethoven’s Piano Concerto No. 3 and 

Schubert’s Symphony No. 6 was praised once again, with the performance of the 

Wagner revealing ‘a beauty of tone and a capacity for subtleties in interpretation that

"() The conceit dates and venues (when known) for this tour were as follows: 5 Oct 1966 - Newry High 

School, 6 Oct 1966 - Strabane, 7 Oct 1966 - Banbridge Technical College, 12 Oct 1966 - Lame, 13 

Oct 1966 - Cookstown, 14 Oct 1966 - Coleraine Girls' High School, 19 Oct 1966 - Enniskillen 

County Secondary School, 20 Oct 1966 - Dungannon.

21 Impartial Reporter, 27 October 1966.

22 Belfast Telegraph, 22 October 1966.
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were very moving’.2 ' More striking, however, are the comments about the size of the 

orchestra and the problem of creating a suitable sound capable of filling the 

‘cavernous’ Ulster Hall.24 Having attended the inaugural concert in Derry, The 

Guardian s Stephen Walsh returned to review this concert, only to find the hall ‘too 

barn-like for this 37-piece orchestra, emphasising the need for more than 23 strings 

where the individual standard is anything less than supremely good’. This criticism 

was also reflected in Rathcol’s concert review:

One would like to hear more effective string playing especially in the

upper sections. Fourteen violins should be capable of a richer sound and
26greater boldness in attack.

While an orchestra of 37 players was ideal for ACNI’s vision of an ensemble that 

could travel throughout Northern Ireland and was suitable to perform in ‘school halls 

which are dotted about all over the Province’,"7 it soon became apparent that the 

number of string players was insufficient. The quality of the players could also have 

been a factor in this shortcoming. As was mentioned previously, when recruiting for 

the orchestra, ACNI found that there was a shortage of string-playing applicants, 

leading to a number of former CBO players being recruited. There were no former 

CBO players employed in the Ulster Orchestra’s wind and brass section, and as we 

have seen these sections were often compared favourably to their string counterparts. 

A review written by James Milliken (who was Rathcol at this time"4 * *) in The Sunday 

Times illustrates this point. Milliken wrote of the ‘clarity and beauty of tone’ in the

4 The Observer, 6 November 1966.

25 Ibid.

26 Belfast Telegraph, 22 October 1966.

27 ACNI Annual Report, 1964-5. p. 12.

28 See p. 90 above.

29 James Milliken served as Rathcol for the Belfast Telegraph from 1955-68. He worked as a 

psychiatrist and wrote reviews in his spare time, and was not a professionally trained musician. He had 

previously worked as a church organist however, and his extensive reviewing for the Belfast Telegraph 

meant he was an experienced concertgoer, giving him a sound basis for assessing performance 

standards. For a photograph of Milliken, see Appendix 8, fig. 23 below.
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woodwind section, and later suggested that the string section was not quite of the 

same standard:

The orchestra's faults reflect in part the general shortage of good string 

players. First and second violins in particular show weaknesses in 

intonation and too often a lack of ensemble.30

Regardless of the reason for this supposed disparity between the sections, the size of 

the string section proved to be a consistent problem for the orchestra, and the Ulster 

Hall was subsequently used less as a concert venue that had originally been 

envisaged.

For the remainder of this inaugural Ulster Orchestra season, principal players 

in the orchestra were given the opportunity to perform concertos, though guest 

soloists and conductors were often engaged. Celebrated soloists included the cellist 

Paul Tortelier, who performed Beethoven’s Triple Concerto along with his two 

children, Maria de la Pau and Yan Pascal Tortelier (who later became the orchestra’s 

Principal Conductor, 1989-92) on 2 December 1966. The calibre of soloists here was 

very high indeed, Tortelier was one of the finest cellists of the twentieth century and a 

major figure during the 1960s, though he and his son Yan Pascal had appeared in 

Belfast previously, performing Brahms’ Concerto for Violin and Cello with the CBO 

in 1964. Maurice Miles conducted the majority of the Ulster Orchestra’s concerts 

during the first season, though Walter Susskind was engaged as conductor for 

concerts in Belfast and Derry in November 1966. Rathcol noted that Susskind’s 

direction made the Belfast concert ‘a memorable occasion’, where ‘the value of 

having guest conductors for the Ulster Orchestra was amply demonstrated’.'1 This 

was the most high profile conducting engagement thus far, though ACNI had 

attempted to persuade Igor Stravinsky to conduct a concert as part of the 1966 Belfast 

Festival,3" something that failed to materialise. In the second half of the 1966-7 

season, the Ulster Orchestra engaged a number of guest conductors, including Edgar

'(l The Sunday Times, 23 October 1966.

’1 Belfast Telegraph, 5 November 1966.

PRON1. AC/1/2/3: Minutes of meeting by the Standing Committee, 23 June 1966.
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Cosma,” Sergiu Comissiona/4 Havelock Nelson, Kenneth Montgomery and Janos 

Fiirst. The engagement of these visiting conductors proved to be an important feature 

of this inaugural season, often resulting in first-rate performances and ultimately 

undermining Miles’s position.

A Philistine Sahara?

As has been illustrated, the Ulster Orchestra’s initial series of concerts showed a great 

deal of promise, receiving favourable reviews from critics and positive audience 

reaction. However, this was only a honeymoon phase, and it was not long before 

reports on the orchestra’s failings appeared in newspapers and audience numbers 

tailed off. As an example, the first time the orchestra was used to accompany the BPS 

- a performance of Haydn’s The Seasons in the Ulster Hall in November 1966 - the 

Belfast Telegraph noted that there was ‘a general feeling of apathy prevalent in much 

of the first half of the programme’. ^ Later that month, the closing concert of Festival 

’66 in the Whitla Hall was also given a poor review, Rathcol noting that ‘one felt a 

sense of lethargy among the players’.’0 Miles was also criticised in this instance for 

the performance of Mozart’s Piano Concerto in G, K453: ‘between James Walker and 

the conductor one could not feel that sympathy essential for concerto playing’.' 

Reviews such as this soon became characteristic criticisms of the orchestra’s first 

season. There appeared to be dissatisfaction with Miles from within the orchestra, 

ultimately leading to the conductor’s resignation at the end of the season. Attendances 

also proved disappointing; unlike the larger romantic repertoire offered by the CBO 

that regularly attracted capacity audiences in the Ulster Hall, it soon became apparent 

that music followers in the city were not prepared to support the limited repertoire

33 See Personalia and Appendix 8, fig. 33 below. 

j4 See Personalia and Appendix 8, fig. 15 below. 

Belfast Telegraph, 19 November 1966.

Belfast Telegraph, 28 November 1966.
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offered by the Ulster Orchestra.'N All of these factors contributed to the orchestra 

enduring an unsettling inaugural season, a sad outcome given the enthusiasm that had 

originally greeted the venture.

In March 1967 correspondence appeared in the Belfast Telegraph, which 

sparked off a sustained debate relating to the standard of playing offered by the Ulster 

Orchestra, declining attendance at concerts, and speculation as to what the future 

prospects were for orchestral music in the region. This initial succession of letters 

from audience members soon escalated into a major exchange of views in which 

different opinions were offered on an almost daily basis, prompting comment from 

the newspaper’s editorial column, Rathcol, as well as responses from Fiirst and 

Donald Froud, then the orchestra’s manager.Beginning with a letter entitled ‘Music 

lovers should hang their heads’, Jacqueline Pollock of Rugby Road in South Belfast 

bemoaned the poor attendance at the Ulster Hall for the Ulster Orchestra concert on 3 

March. The orchestra played under Cosma, with a programme of Mozart’s Bastien et 

Bastienne overture, Elgar’s Serenade for Strings, Beethoven's Rondino in E flat for 

Wind, Schumann’s Cello Concerto, and Beethoven's Symphony No. 4. Writing of the 

concert. Pollock commented:

During Festival 66 Sir Tyrone Guthrie described Ulster as a ‘Philistine 

Sahara’. Such words could well be used to describe the empty seats at the 

fortnightly concerts given in the Ulster Hall by our new full-time 

professional orchestra.

A country gets the culture it deserves and I am of the opinion that we do 

not merit an orchestra. Attendances at the fortnightly concerts are bad 

and the numbers at lunchtime performances are lamentable.

We must all be aware that there is a sizeable number of Belfast citizens 

who eagerly profess to be music-lovers and yet have not attended one of 

the concerts which the Ulster Orchestra have given since their 

inauguration last October.

’<s For a full list of repertoire performed by the Ulster Orchestra up to June 1968, see Appendix 3 

below.

’9 See Personalia below.
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Worse still, are the so-called musical elite who loyally attend the British 

Music Society40 Concerts and yet will not leave their cosy armchairs and 

record players to attend live performances by a first-rate orchestra. They 

indeed are the first to complain that Ulster is a cultural backwater.

If the orchestra were forced to wind up for lack of their support, such a 

loss would indeed be a tragedy both for Belfast and the rising generation.

It was such a pleasure to hear such a brilliant performance of 

Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony which was given last Friday night, but 

what must the well-known visiting conductor have thought when he 

viewed all those empty seats? Some citizens should hang their heads in 

shame.41

This prompted a letter from the Rev. Robert Nelson of Wellington Park, who was in 

agreement with Pollock’s point that Ulster Orchestra concerts deserved to attract 

greater audience support. Having attended that week’s lunchtime concert put on by 

the orchestra. Nelson commented that ‘at no time could I count more than 75 people
42in the audience, though I should add that the audience was most responsive’.

A different opinion was offered by a correspondent who wrote under the 

pseudonym of ‘Listener’, a member of ‘the musical elite’ referred to by Pollock. 

‘Listener’ suggested that the reason why he/she did not attend Ulster Orchestra 

concerts was because ‘live performances in Belfast by local orchestral combinations 

are much inferior to what can be heard on radio from London or on a radio player’.* * * 4' 

As well as the supposedly inferior standard by comparison with other UK orchestras, 

the limited repertoire to which the Ulster Orchestra was confined appeared to be a 

reason why this correspondent would not attend concerts:

When a proper symphony orchestra, without limitations in repertoire, is 

established in Belfast, it will get our support.

40 As the Belfast Music Society was then known.

41 Belfast Telegraph, 7 March 1967.

4~ Belfast Telegraph, 10 March 1967.

4' Belfast Telegraph, 10 March 1967.
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Until that happy - but far distant? - day, the empty seats will remain and 

we shall continue to support the British Music Society concerts, which 

bring the best available talent to our city.44

These remarks drew responses from the eminent music historian Cyril Ehrlich,45 then 

a member of the academic staff at QUB, as well as Evan John, a lecturer in music at 

the university. Both of these correspondents defended the performance standards 

achieved by the Ulster Orchestra, Ehrlich writing that:

‘Listener’s’ attack upon the Ulster Orchestra’s alleged inferiority implies 

high standards and considerable sophistication. Anyone who disagrees 

should therefore present his credentials.

May I say that I too, know the repertoire, have a record player and decent 

library and, moreover, have heard practically every great orchestra and 

conductor of the last twenty years in the flesh.

By these standards three concerts this season, under visiting conductors, 

have been first class, and the recent performance of Beethoven’s Fourth 

under Cosma was thoroughly distinguished.

Potential supporters of the Ulster Orchestra should not be deterred by 

uninformed snobbery.46

Similar comments were made by John, who also bemoaned Rathcol’s failure to 

comment on the performance of Beethoven's Symphony No. 4 in his review of the 

Friday evening concert that had sparked the debate:

The prejudices of your correspondent ‘Listener’ presumably prevent him 

from attending ‘perfonnances by local orchestral combinations’. If so, he 

missed last week a truly outstanding performance of Beethoven’s Fourth

43 See Personalia below.

46 Belfast Telegraph, 11 March 1967.
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Symphony, far better than most I have heard “on radio or on a record 

player”.47

‘Listener’s' response contained what was perhaps a justified criticism of the 

orchestra’s limited repertoire, expressing a preference for a larger orchestra:

Personally I am in favour of scrapping the existing orchestral 

combinations and of the formation of a Northern Ireland Symphony 

Orchestra which would have no limitations in repertoire and which would 

surely fill the empty seats.4^

While this may have been a valid point, the broader consensus seemed to be that a 

larger orchestra could only be attained if the Ulster Orchestra gained adequate support 

under its present composition. Pollock, who had written the original letter which 

sparked off the debate wrote to the paper once more, saying that ‘Belfast will never 

get a full symphony orchestra of its own until it is prepared to support the existing 

one’,49 while Ehrlich further commented that ‘refusal to pay for Mozart will not 

hasten the coming of Brahms’.50

Although this dialogue is comprised of just five separate correspondents, this 

public expression of support and dissatisfaction is the closest example there is of 

audience feedback throughout this period. The convention of signing a letter to the 

editor of a newspaper with name and address affords us the opportunity to determine 

where each of these correspondents lived, and the close proximity of their addresses is 

one of the more striking features of this episode. Of those who supported the 

orchestra, Pollock (39 Rugby Road), Nelson (22 Wellington Park), Ehrlich (36 

Cranmore Gardens) and John (24 College Green) all lived in south Belfast, within 

easy walking distance of QUB. As there are no subscriber lists for the orchestra’s 

audience during this period, or any evidence of audience surveys that took place, it is 

difficult to make generalisations about the typical audience demographic for Ulster

4 Ibid. The review continued: ‘It is unfortunate that your critic “Rathcol” seemed to leave at the 

interval and therefore did not mention this particular example of excellence’.

4S Belfast Telegraph, 14 March 1967.

49 Ibid.

11 Belfast Telegraph, 16 March 1967.
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Orchestra concerts. However, the addresses of the correspondents cited in this 

instance do suggest that the orchestra’s core audience resided in south Belfast. It 

would be overly simplistic to suggest that the majority of people who attended Ulster 

Orchestra concerts lived in south Belfast’s Queen’s quarter, one of the city’s more 

affluent areas, though this instance does support the theory that many music lovers in 

Belfast were middle-class and Protestant.

In the midst of this exchange, Rathcol entered the debate by dedicating his 

weekly column to the subject. With music lovers divided, the critic acknowledged that 

there were issues with the Ulster Orchestra, but that continued support was necessary 

for there to be any prospect of enlargement. He also used his well-respected 

judgement to put the dispute into perspective, highlighting the difficult circumstances 

under which the orchestra functioned:

The Ulster Orchestra is a new body; during its first year it is making 

strenuous efforts to perform in as many places in Northern Ireland as 

possible in order that its existence may be well known. In future years it 

is unlikely that the stresses on players will be as severe as they are at 

present, or that uninteresting playing will be generated by so many 

repetitions of the same programme.

Those who stay at home on the grounds that they can hear better 

performances and more distinguished artists on radio may overlook the 

fact that live concerts generate an air of musical excitement and an 

indefinable feeling of communication between performers and audience 

entirely absent from radio concerts.

One would not feel justified in defending the Ulster Orchestra if it were 

incapable of playing at a high level, but indeed in its short existence it 

has given not a few memorable performances.

One should not also overlook the harsh reality of the situation that would 

exist if the orchestra fails to attract support - we should be left without a 

concert-giving orchestra of any kind, and the possibility of having a
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modem symphony orchestra would have disappeared for the foreseeable 

future.51

There are two interesting points raised here: that this inaugural season was 

particularly arduous for the players, a contributing factor in the ‘uninteresting 

playing’; and that in the correct circumstances the orchestra was capable of a high 

level of playing.

Proud, the Ulster Orchestra’s Manager, also wrote to the Belfast Telegraph in 

order that ‘readers had an opportunity to leam the facts concerning the orchestra and 

its repertoire’, emphasising the orchestra’s role beyond Belfast:

The Ulster Orchestra was formed to fulfil the needs of the province and 

has already played in many towns which had never had a professional 

concert before, and never had a hope of hearing one until the new 

orchestra came into being.

In the first place, there is a shortage of good string players throughout 

Europe and every orchestra in the British Isles has vacancies in the string 

sections. We were very lucky, therefore, to be able to recruit as many 

good string players as we have, but it would never have been possible to 

form a full-size symphony orchestra from the applications we received.

The second point is that there are only two halls outside Belfast which 

are capable of accommodating a larger-size orchestra than the one we 

have and it would be quite uneconomic to retain a full-size permanent 

orchestra for Ulster Hall concerts only.

Obviously the repertoire is limited for an orchestra of this size, but it is 

not so limited as your correspondents suggest, as a look at our new 

brochure (shortly to be published) will indicate.

Would a full-size symphony orchestra, playing popular works, fill the 

Ulster Hall? It certainly did not at our Christmas gala concert, when the 

combined Ulster and BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra gave a delightful 

programme of music to a half empty hall.

31 Belfast Telegraph, 13 March 1967.
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The Orchestra has been accused of not being capable of filling the Ulster 

Hall with sound. I challenge the public of Belfast to fill it with people 

first. There is nothing more discouraging to a musician than to play to 

rows of empty seats and if the Orchestra really feel they have the support 

of the public they will rise to the challenge and produce performances 

worthy of the occasion.'2

The appeal for greater audience support is a common thread throughout the debate, 

which was given greater exposure when it formed the basis of the editorial column in 

the Belfast Telegraph on 17 March 1967. Discussing the cultural landscape of Belfast 

in general, the article ascertained that the orchestra in its present form was not 

adequate, and that expansion of the orchestra should become ACNfs principal aim:

The controversy which has been proceeding on the subject of the Ulster 

Orchestra in our correspondence columns is simply one other aspect of 

the problem that bedevils the arts in a society that is relatively 

unsophisticated culturally.

The “chicken-and-egg” situation affects drama, painting and the other 

arts here just as much as music - which is to come first, the audience or 

the material?

There are undoubtedly people in Ulster who find the cultural fare often 

unsatisfying and frustrating. But they are a minority, and if they have any 

belief in the organic growth of the arts and artistic appreciation, they 

should surely be more tolerant of the genuine efforts being made to give 

pleasure and raise standards.

The Ulster Orchestra has started on a small scale, both in numbers and 

repertoire, and the intention must be for it to expand, as money and 

audience demand allow, to be capable of full symphonic performances - 

even though Northern Ireland would then have only a limited number of 

places in which it could perform.

What should be exercising those who administer the orchestra, and those 

who support it is whether, as it stands, it is providing its newly recruited

Belfast Telegraph, 16 March 1967.
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members with artistic satisfaction and so ensuring that it remains the 

nucleus of the larger orchestra to come. Enthusiasm, that best guarantee 

for the future, has to be a matter of inter-play with both sides on the 

platform."

The assumption that a full-size symphony orchestra would automatically attract 

capacity audiences to the Ulster Hall was something of an exaggeration. As Proud 

pointed out, the Christmas Gala concert in the Wellington Hall featuring the 

combined forces of the Ulster and BBC NI Orchestras performed to a ‘half-empty 

hall’,54 despite the performance of romantic works such as Berlioz’s Le carnival 

romain overture, Dukas’s The Sorcerer's Apprentice, and Dvorak’s Symphony No. 8 

in G major. Prior to this, the Philharmonia Hungarica under its conductor Miltiades 

Caridis had performed in the Ulster Hall as part of Festival ‘bb. This concert, which 

featured Bartok’s Concerto for Orchestra was performed in front of a ‘not over-large 

audience’, although those who were in attendance were ‘quick to appreciate that this 

was something quite out of the ordinary’." In March 19b7, there was another notable 

orchestral visit to Northern Ireland, when the BBC Symphony Orchestra under 

Susskind performed three concerts in the Ulster Hall and one in Derry’s Guildhall, 

and the Belfast Telegraph reported that the final concert in this series was given to a 

‘far from full Ulster Hall’.56 Both of these instances indicate that even full-size 

orchestras of international standing were not guaranteed significant audience support 

in Northern Ireland at this time.

” Belfast Telegraph, 17 March 1967.

^Belfast Telegraph, 16 March 1967. This concert actually took place in the Wellington Hall, not the 

Ulster Hall as Donald Frond states in his letter. In his concert review, Rathcol noted that there was ‘an 

audience smaller than the occasion deserved’, indicating that the premise of there being an 

underwhelming attendance remains true [Belfast Telegraph, 31 December 1966].

' ' Belfast Telegraph, 25 November 1966.

" Belfast Telegraph, 24 April 1967.



Maurice Miles’s resignation

Writing in his weekly column in the Belfast Telegraph on 28 March 1967, Rathcol 

addressed the issue of poor attendances at Ulster Orchestra concerts, highlighting 

some of the reasons why the orchestra did not receive the same support as its 

predecessor, dismissing the idea that this audience ambivalence originated from the 

size and repertoire offered by the orchestra alone:

The Ulster Orchestra has nothing like the drawing power of the old City 

of Belfast Orchestra. It would be easy to say this is because it is 

incapable of playing works of the size and strength of its predecessor.

But this is only part of the answer.

The Ulster Orchestra is being promoted at a high cost by the Arts Council 

which devotes the major part of its income to music rather than the other 

arts - a situation which, to put it mildly, does not please writers or 

painters. The much greater cost of concert tickets is another factor that 

discourages many from concert going now. The answers to these 

problems are not to be found easily, but some fresh thinking is obviously 
necessary.57

Following these comments, Rathcol made some unflattering comments about the 

orchestra’s previous concert, on 24 March 1967 in the Ulster Hall. Miles returned to 

his duties as Principal Conductor on this occasion, with a programme consisting of 

Purcell’s Chaconne in G minor, Haydn’s Symphony No. 49, Brahms’s Four Serious 

Songs (arr. Sargent) and Vaughan-Williams’s Symphony No. 5. This concert gave 

‘both pleasure and pain’ according to Rathcol, the performance of the Purcell and 

Haydn being ‘one explanation why audiences for orchestral concerts here are small
58and unenthusiastic’.

Unknown to Rathcol, by this stage, it appeared that Miles’s position was 

untenable, ACNI having become dissatisfied with the results produced by the 

orchestra. The ACNI Board Minutes reveal that after this 24 March concert, Whewell 

approached Miles, and the two had a discussion concerning ‘the many problems

’7 Belfast Telegraph, 28 March 1967.

58 Ibid.



which faced the orchestra: personal, artistic and administrative, so that its future (and 

Mr Miles’s reputation) was being jeopardised'.^4 The conversation concluded with 

Miles agreeing to consider his position over the weekend, presumably on the request 

of Whewell, though the minutes only tell us that the ACNI Director 'pointed out to 

[Miles] what he felt was at stake’.60 The publication of Rathcol’s column coincided 

with the announcement that Miles was to step down as Principal Conductor of the 

Ulster Orchestra at the end of the 1966-7 season therefore. In a letter to ACNI, Miles 

cited the excessive workload as the reason for his departure, stating that

the City of Belfast Orchestra was a part-time body, and since the 

formation of the Ulster Orchestra on a part-time basis I find I am able to 

have very little home life. Moreover, the strain of travelling every week 

is considerable. The orchestra is launched and firmly established in this 

country.61

Miles lived in Surrey at this time, travelling to Belfast for rehearsals and concerts. 

While the infrequent nature of CBO concerts ensured that this was a sustainable 

lifestyle, it is clear that the conductor found the extra workload undertaken in his new 

role with the Ulster Orchestra excessive. Miles, also Professor of Conducting at the 

Royal Academy of Music, was nearly sixty years of age when he resigned from the 

Ulster Orchestra and entered into semi-retirement when he left his role in Belfast. 

Having played such an important role in the formation of the Ulster Orchestra, and 

having guided the orchestra through what was an often turbulent first season, it seems 

that this was an appropriate moment for a parting of ways for both parties. An 

editorial in the Belfast Telegraph aptly summarised Miles’s reasons for wanting to 

step down from his post, as well as giving the conductor a rather eloquent written 

tribute:

It is not to be wondered that a conductor who has endured so long a 

period of intensive work and travel, and the wearing improvisations of so 

much of the City of Belfast Orchestra’s planning, should now be asking 

to move from the allegro to the andante.

59 ACNI Board Minutes, 4 April 1967.

60 Ibid.

<’1 Quoted in Belfast Telegraph, 29 March 1967.
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Maurice Miles deserves to be gratefully remembered for having made so 

much good music so devotedly and with so much dignity. Without him 

Northern Ireland’s cultural life in post-war years would have been barren 

instead.

Today he can say that his own hopes for the province are realised in the 

existence of a full-time orchestra, and while it will be for others to 

develop the theme he will undoubtedly be honoured as progenitor.62

While Miles may have had his own legitimate reasons for leaving the role, it 

seems that the weight of public and press criticism prompted the orchestra 

management to request that he resign. Judging by the manner in which this news was 

reported in the Belfast Telegraph, it is clear that the newspaper reporter realised that 

the resignation was prompted by criticism of the orchestra. The news article included 

the following reasoning for Miles’s decision:

There has been criticism of the orchestra in music circles and stories of 

the audiences falling away. There have also been stories that the players 

are bored with a limited repertoire and repetition in rehearsals and 

performances.6’

Slanting this story in such a way as to link the conductor’s resignation with the debate 

surrounding the orchestra in general only served to prolong the debate, with further 

letters to the editor criticising the newspaper for the way this was being reported. 

Fiirst felt that as leader of the orchestra, he should voice an opinion on the matter:

I was surprised to learn from this article that there is discontent and 

boredom [in the orchestra], and that general dissatisfaction is the 

prevailing mood of the body.

No one can deny that I am in the best position to comment, and feel 1 

must contradict the implications contained in your article most 

categorically.

In any organisation such as ours there are always small points of 

difference, and we would not claim to be any exception in this respect,

"" Belfast Telegraph, 1 April 1967.

Belfast Telegraph, 29 March 1967.



but these are ‘growing pains’ which should only be expected in the 

Orchestra, which is only seven months’ old, and it is ludicrous to imply, 

as your article does, that the orchestra is in a state of revolt.

All the members of the orchestra were particularly distressed that an 

attempt should be made to link the impending retirement of Mr Miles, 

whom we all respect and admire, with the rumours in your report.

I would go on to say we considered this an insult to Mr Miles’ personal 

integrity, and we feel that his reasons for leaving the Orchestra, which are 

of a personal nature, should be respected by the press.

We are a very young orchestra and are most conscious of the pioneering 

work involved, and we feel that reports such as this can do irreparable 

damage to the work we are trying to achieve. We have every confidence 

in the public to give us their support, but some of the ill-informed 

comments of correspondents to the newspaper can do nothing but harm 

to the cause of music in Ulster.64

Although this letter complains about the manner in which the affair was reported, the 

ACNI Board Minutes reveal that the Belfast Telegraph reports were not ‘ill-informed’ 

as Fiirst claims. In writing this letter, the leader of the orchestra perhaps sought to 

play down the matter in the hope of preventing further damage to the ensemble’s 

reputation.

The announcement of Miles's resignation appears to have been a watershed 

moment in the matter; the critical tone that had previously characterised the press 

coverage was set aside, with suggestions for ways in which the orchestra could 

improve its fortunes appearing instead. In his weekly column, Rathcol made the 

following points:

One feels that the most necessary things to do are: firstly, to cut down the 

amount of work and travel that the players at present have to undertake; 

secondly, to reduce concert prices which are too high at present for this 

part of the world; thirdly, to make more use of up-and-coming performers 

and conductors whose fees would make smaller demands on the Arts

64 Belfast Telegraph, 31 March 1967.



Council’s somewhat meagre resources; and fourthly, to give up the idea 

that the Ulster Hall is the best place in Belfast for chamber orchestral 

concerts.65

Recommendations such as this were centred on organisational arrangements, ideas for 

the management to consider in their long-term planning. However, for the remainder 

of the Ulster Orchestra’s inaugural season issues such as poor attendances and uneven 

levels of performance remained, perhaps due to the orchestra’s dissatisfaction with 

Miles. Judging by reviews throughout the second half of the 1966-7 season, it seems 

that the orchestra regularly performed better under guest conductors, such as Cosma, 

who had previously received praise for his work with the orchestra,66 Comissiona, and 

Ftirst himself. An example of this was a concert in the Ulster Hall on 19 May 1967, 

described by Rathcol as ‘one of the finest yet given by the orchestra’.67 The conductor 

on this occasion was Ftirst,

who not only brought out the best in the orchestral players, but showed 

such a sympathy with, and such an insight into Mozart that one felt that 

this was the absolutely right way he should be interpreted ... there is no 

doubt that in Janos Fiirst, we have a first-rate musician who convinces us 

of his gifts just as much as he obviously persuades the players to give 

their best.6X

The Belfast Newsletter gave a similarly glowing review of this concert, Cairns 

reporting that:

The dynamics were most beautifully judged; the team-work as beyond - 

well, almost beyond reproach; and the rubato was of the kind that 

remains half hidden and by it subtlety transmutes mere time keeping into 

growing rhythmic vitality.

Belfast Telegraph, 3 April 1967.

66 Evan John and Cyril Ehrlich praised the orchestra’s playing under this conductor when they wrote to 

the Editor of the Belfast Telegraph [11 March 1967], while in his review for this concert Rathcol noted 

that this concert ‘showed that a guest conductor can revitalise the players’ [Belfast Telegraph, 6 March 

1967],



Mr Fiirst proved himself an able Mozartean. Conducting without score he 

drew their considerable best from his forces in the No. 39 and to my ears 

scored a fine success in the difficult task of presenting the especially 

serious music in depth.69

The impressive playing evident under Fiirst was soon to be surpassed for Rathcol 

however; in his review of the orchestra’s penultimate concert of the season he wrote 

that ‘the Ulster Orchestra has never given a finer concert than that last night’.70 

Comissiona was engaged for this concert, this Romanian conductor leaving such an 

impression that he was later appointed Miles’s successor. The review in the Belfast 

Telegraph continued:

One has often accused the orchestra of sounding uninterested, of playing 

through works rather than interpreting them, but on this occasion they 

played like a single instrument, completely co-ordinated and thoroughly 

involved with the music.

Sergiu Comissiona is a conductor of considerable stature. His technique 

is unobtrusive, but he has a rare ability to communicate not only the bold 

outlines of his conceptions to his players, but also those subtle nuances of 

phrasing and dynamics that make for gripping and outstanding 

performances.

Respighi’s suite “The Birds”, Haydn’s “Hen Symphony” and Falla’s 

suite “Love, the Magician” were all performed with an attention to detail 

that made this a most memorable concert of the Ulster Orchestra’s first 

season.71

Again, Cairns in the Belfast Newsletter gave a similarly positive review, though 

the point was made here that even a conductor of Comissiona’s ability was not 

successful in drawing an audience:

’ , Belfast Newsletter, 24 May 1967. 

10 Belfast Telegraph, 17 June 1967.
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With one concert still to come it cannot be said that the Belfast Spring 

series by the Ulster Orchestra has been a success in terms of audience 

figures.

Sergiu Comissiona, the conductor who made so strong an impression at 

his first visit in January, was no more successful than anyone else in 

drawing the crowds on Friday evening to a bleak looking Ulster Hall. But 

he did score another victory in a programme that included one of 

Mozart’s greatest masterpieces (the D minor piano concerto, K466), a 

fine Haydn Symphony (No. 83 in G minor), Respighi’s Suite “The Birds” 

and Falla’s “Love the Magician”.

The Mozart received the kind of strong, integrated performance that 

makes comment superfluous. For all this praise to Mr Comissiona, one of 

the most economical conductors I know ... Wonderful, I thought, how he 

maintained the inner tensions of the work and yet never lost the relaxed
72security characteristic only of first-line masters of the art.

Contrast these reviews with the more unfavourable comments that had become 

indicative of the orchestra’s performances under Miles, and a correlation can be made. 

Miles’s last concert as conductor of the orchestra was not exempt from this criticism, 

with the music critic for The Irish News writing that:

One would have thought that the Ulster Orchestra would have been on its 

toes for such an important, even emotional occasion. Instead we heard 

really terrible playing in places, all the more unforgiveable as we know 

the players to be capable of much, much better.7^

Aside from the inadequacies evident in the performance, the ovation at the end of the 

concert brought many of the ‘larger than usual’ audience to its feet,74 a mark of the 

affection in which Miles was held among regular concertgoers after his twelve years 

working in Northern Ireland. However, it is clear that this affection was not extended 

to members of the orchestra, although it may have been the case that these were

7~ Belfast Newsletter, 21 June 1967. 

13 Irish News, 30 June 1967.

4 Belfast Telegraph, 30 June 1967.
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genuine reservations stemming from Miles’s failures as a conductor. Criticism of 

Miles’s conducting style appeared in the Musical Times right from the orchestra’s 

inauguration; commenting on the opening Ulster Hall concert, Acton wrote that the 

orchestra played well, particularly during Beethoven’s Piano Concerto No. 3, though

unfortunately it did not induce a ready response from the conductor, who 

interpreted the music as though he were not very much interested in it.

He has a potentially excellent instrument, but will have to inspire it by 

putting in more zest and life of his own - and I do not mean adding to 

some of his showy, but hardly significant gestures.7'

Miles’s acrimonious departure from Northern Ireland somewhat mirrored the 

circumstances in which he departed his post as Principal Conductor with the 

Yorkshire Symphony Orchestra, prior to arriving in Ulster. Having conducted the 

newly formed Yorkshire Symphony from its inception in 1947 until 1953, questions 

surrounding his direction of the orchestra arose, and his contract was not renewed. 

Writing about the Yorkshire Symphony Orchestra in the Musical Times, Joseph E. 

Potts wrote that;

The quality of an orchestra’s performance depends upon its conductor’s 

ability and upon its own inherent technical efficiency. For the first six- 

and-a-half-years the Y.S.O. was conducted almost exclusively by 

Maurice Miles, an extremely good musician and conductor, uncommonly 

good in certain dimensions - notably in the performance of modem 

British music - if of more debatable merit on others. But getting the best 

out of an orchestra does not depend upon a conductor’s musicianship 

alone and it is possible that, for some reason or other, Mr Miles failed to 

secure the maximum co-operation that the Y.S.O. could have given 

him.76

Question marks surrounded Miles’s pedigree as a conductor, and therefore his ability 

to get the best out of a professional orchestra. Having previously conducted the CBO, 

Miles was a natural choice when it came to appointing a conductor for the Ulster

’ Charles Acton, ‘Reports: The Six Counties’, in The Musical Times, Vol. 107, No. 1486 (Dec. 1966), 

p. 1077.

76 Potts, ‘The Yorkshire Symphony Orchestra: A Post-mortem (2)’, p. 188.
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Orchestra, as he had played such a significant role in the creation of this new 

ensemble. However, this did not necessarily mean he was the best candidate for the 

job, as the nature of the work with the Ulster Orchestra was much different, 

particularly in terms of personnel and the number of concerts. The CBO comprised 

amateur and professional players, and while Miles was often given plaudits for his 

work with this combination of players, expectations for the fully professional Ulster 

Orchestra were understandably higher. It is possible that Miles simply did not have 

the expertise to draw the level of performance these musicians were capable of out of 

the ensemble, while these players did not respond to their Principal Conductor in the 

same way that they did for guest conductors. Despite his perceived inadequacies, 

Miles’s contribution to musical life in Northern Ireland should not be underestimated, 

as he was one of the main driving forces behind the Ulster Orchestra’s formation. In a 

tribute to Miles on the occasion of his retirement, Montgomery acknowledged the 

debt that was owed to the conductor:

To Mr Miles’ unbounded enthusiasm and drive we owe in very large part 

the final breakthrough of the Ulster Orchestra, and as this fine body of 

players continues to flourish, it will be a constant reminder to us of Mr 

Miles’s outstanding contribution to the cause of music in Ulster’.77

During his time in Belfast, Miles combined his conducting duties for the CBO and 

Ulster Orchestra with the post of Musical Director of the BPS, and any fair 

assessment of his achievements in Northern Ireland must take into account the 

affection that members of this society held for him. In a pamphlet celebrating the 

BPS’s centenary in 1974, Miles’s time with the orchestra was remembered fondly:

In twelve years, Maurice Miles had come to stand for all that was best 

and most exciting in musical endeavour, for both the Society and for 

Belfast’s public generally. He had achieved a position in the city’s 

affections equalled only by Godfrey Brown’s [BPS Director, 1912-50].

In the face of some of the most radical changes that the Philharmonic had 

ever borne, Maurice Miles continued to set and to maintain his

7’ Quoted in ACNI Annual Report 1966-7, p. 13.



characteristically exacting standards. The impression of his personality
78on the Society is his best and most lasting tribute.

Ulster Orchestra plays to 45,000: A ‘Herculean achievement’

As has been elucidated in this chapter, after the widespread sense of enthusiasm that 

greeted the Ulster Orchestra on its inception, the orchestra endured some difficulties 

during its inaugural season. The scale of ACNTs self-imposed task to form a new 

orchestra was enormous, particularly bearing in mind the amount of planning and 

preparation that had to be executed in a limited time frame. Unsurprisingly, there 

were some obstacles. Many of the documents contained in the ACN1 archive at 

PRONI - correspondence, minutes and policy documents - are by their nature 

congenial and professionally worded, meaning that any matters of an undesirable 

nature were simply either ignored, or glossed over. There are some instances, 

however, when this fa9ade is lifted and a more balanced portrayal of events is offered. 

One document that provides an example of this is a report from the outgoing 

Orchestra Manager, Proud, submitted to the ACNI Standing Committee on his 

resignation in August 1968. Having decided not to renew his contract with ACNI, 

Proud presented a series of scathing criticisms regarding how the orchestra was 

managed, and the non-existent forward planning that he encountered when taking up 

the post was one of the points raised:

There can be no doubt that mistakes were made when the orchestra was 

formed in 1966. The method of appointment was precisely the reverse of 

what should have been - a conductor was appointed who then recruited 

an orchestra and then the Council started to look around for a manager.

The result was that the orchestra started work before an office 

administration could be properly set up and this gave cause for most of 

the early “teething troubles” of the orchestra.

There were many complaints in the first few months about lack of 

publicity for the concerts and this is hardly surprising since I discovered 

on my arrival in September 1966 that there were 50 concerts scheduled

Ruthven, Belfast Philharmonic Society, p. 48.
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up to Christmas 1966 and not a single arrangement had been made. It is 

indeed remarkable that disaster did not befall the orchestra in its first 

three months of existence ... I found myself in the position of having to 

train an insufficient staff at the same time as administering the work of 

the orchestra and it is not surprising that there were many minor crises at 

the time.79

This testimony from Proud gives an idea of the inadequacies of the orchestra’s 

administration at this time, and while it could be argued that this was the parting shot 

of an embittered employee on his way out, the fact that ACNI did not appoint an 

orchestra manager until just before the inaugural season began would suggest that his 

comments are not entirely inaccurate. In contrast to the sense of frustration felt by the 

Orchestra Manager, from the outside the orchestra presented itself in an unfailingly 

positive light, as is evidenced by a progress report presented to the ACNI Board in 

June 1967. Detailing the orchestra’s achievements during what Whewell described as
on

'a very gratifying first season’, the report was not only meant for consumption by 

Board members; many of the facts and figures were contained in the following year’s 

ACNI Annual Report.91 Accentuating the positive aspects of the orchestra’s work, this 

document was perhaps devised as a repost to the extensive criticism the orchestra had 

received. While it was recognised that ‘audiences have declined to some extent as the 

novelty of the whole enterprise had worn off, emphasis was placed on the seemingly 

healthy average attendances:

Average attendance proved unexpectedly high and there was much more 

satisfactory evidence of audience response during the initial season, a 

Herculean achievement of which the orchestra’s gallant conductor 

Maurice Miles and his players had every right to be proud on the eve of 

Mr Miles’s farewell concert and well earned retirement.

During the first six months, to the end of the last financial year, the 

orchestra had given over a hundred concerts to an audience of about 

forty-five thousand Ulster people, adults and children. These figures

4 PRON1, AC/12/34: The Ulster Orchestra: Report by the retiring manager, 27 August 1968. 

x" PRON1, AC/1/1/3: Ulster Orchestra plays to 45,000, 27 June 1967. 

xl ACNI Annual Report 1966-7, p. 13.



included 14 Friday-evening concerts (both orchestral and with the 

Philharmonic Society) in the Ulster Hall. Audiences had averaged well 

over a thousand a night for these evening concerts, only about a few 

hundred fewer than the average for the last season of the City of Belfast 

Orchestra. Other concerts in Belfast had included fifteen lunch-hour 

concerts in the Wellington Hall with an average attendance of 150 

people. There figures were not as high as had been hoped. On the other 

hand about 40 concerts had been given in centres outside Belfast at which 

audiences had averaged 175.

Referring to schools concerts, Mr Whewell said he considered these a 

vitally important part of the orchestra’s activities. Over 40 schools 

concerts had been given to a total of some 20,000 school children’.82

Whewell was keen to stress the 'Herculean achievement’ of these attendances, though 

when these statistics are examined they are perhaps not as impressive as he made out. 

Although there were a total of 45,000 audience members, 20,000 of these were 

schoolchildren. There can be no denying the considerable educational benefit of 

performing in schools, though the nature of these concerts ensured a guaranteed 

audience and a clear distinction should be made between the attendance figures for 

these visits and regular concerts. The trend of declining audiences as the season 

progressed should also not be underestimated. Whewell makes the point that 

attendance at Friday evening concerts was just a few hundred fewer than the CBO’s 

farewell season, though this figure surely included a significant number of people 

who were attracted by the novelty of seeing this new ensemble for the first time. The 

much lower attendances for the second half of the season must therefore be viewed as 

a more accurate representation of the orchestra’s regular attendance. When this factor 

is taken into consideration, the attendance at Friday evening concerts does not make 

for good reading, particularly as this had long been established as a time when 

orchestral concerts took place. The conclusion must be that a large proportion of the 

audience for CBO concerts actively decided not to attend Ulster Orchestra concerts on 

Friday evenings, despite the latter ensemble’s fully professional status.

82 Ibid.
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This progress report put a positive spin on what was clearly a difficult 

situation; the Friday evening concerts attracted smaller audiences than the series’ 

predecessor and the lunchtime concerts in Belfast were poorly attended. Many of the 

towns the orchestra visited during this season may never have hosted such an event, 

and, again, the average attendance of 175 for these concerts would, in all likelihood, 

include people who attended largely out of curiosity. Whether the initial success of 

these visits would prove to be sustainable remained to be seen. All of this contributed 

to there being a great deal of uncertainty over the viability of the orchestra’s concert 

schedule as it stood, and indeed the future of the ensemble itself. Incredibly, at this 

early stage questions about the orchestra’s future appeared in its concert brochure for 

January to March 1967, with ACNI issuing an appeal for more support from 

audiences:

This brochure tells of our plans up to the end of March. A further 

brochure will then be issued for the summer season; but what about 

1968? What about 1978? Will you be able to pick up an Ulster Orchestra 

brochure in 1980?

There are three ways in which you, as a music-lover, can help to ensure 

that music in the Province will survive, and indeed prosper.

1. By taking a regular “series” ticket for the Ulster Hall concerts.

2. By making a direct donation to the Orchestra or entering into a 

“deed of covenant”.

3. By becoming a Member of The Ulster Orchestra Association.

The Orchestra’s aim is to consolidate its income; if possible, even to 

build reserves of capital, in order to ensure the highest of professional 

and international standards.

Although critics and audiences were deeply appreciative of the Ulster Orchestra for 

large parts of its first season, this was largely due to the novelty of Belfast having 

professional concerts on a weekly basis for the first time. As this chapter has 

demonstrated, ACNI encountered difficulties with the Ulster Orchestra throughout its 

first season that it had not envisaged when outlining its vision for a permanent

s3 Ulster Orchestra concert brochure: January to March 1967, p. 21.
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orchestra; including rumours of player unrest, parting ways with the Principal 

Conductor and most importantly, poor attendances. The majority of these problems 

were temporary issues that one might expect to arise from the formation of a new 

orchestra, and with the appointment of Comissiona as Miles’s successor, ACNI had 

engaged a conductor who had a proven track record with the orchestra. Whether the 

supposed audience ambivalence towards the Ulster Orchestra was a more deep-rooted 

problem was less clear, and indeed this would prove to be the main threat to the 

orchestra’s continued existence in the ensuing months and years. At the end of the 

orchestra’s inaugural season, ACNI could be content that its project had fulfilled 

some of its potential. While many of the ‘growing pains' that Fiirst was so keen to 

play down may have subsided, the viability of the orchestra as it stood would soon be 

scrutinised, and ACNI would have to amend its vision for Ulster Orchestra in order 

for it to find a sustainable role in Northern Ireland’s musical life.
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IV

‘Value for Money’: The Ulster Orchestra, 1967-8

After some early successes, the Ulster Orchestra’s inaugural season exposed many of 

the issues facing the ACNI concerning the maintenance of a full-time professional 

orchestra, primarily the difficulty of attracting capacity audiences. The ensemble was 

often acclaimed for the standards of its performances; writing in the Irish Times of the 

orchestra’s first performance in Dublin at the tail end of the 1966-7 season, Charles 

Acton offered the opinion that ‘Belfast can be proud of its orchestra and we can 

congratulate them warmly; especially on their fine strings whose crisp attack and fine 

tone were reminiscent of the Irish Chamber Orchestra’.1 * *

With Maurice Miles’s departure in the summer of 1967, the orchestra began 

the 1967-8 season without a Principal Conductor. A series of guest conductors were 

engaged, those in the line-up ‘carefully chosen to contribute a personal quality to the 

development in the absence of any permanent director’/ Many on the list were 

renowned conductors such as Charles Mackerras, Charles Groves and Constantin 

Silvestri - all well established in the United Kingdom at this time. They were 

accompanied by a list of equally illustrious soloists: Gina Baucher, Alfredo Campoli, 

Shura Cherkassky, Julius Katchen, the jazz singer Cleo Laine and Uto Ughi among 

others. This was part of a twofold strategy by ACNI to establish the orchestra in 

Belfast and gain core audience support, the other component in this being an increase 

in the number of Ulster Hall concerts. ' These ‘bold’ decisions (as the Council 

described them4) did not, however, have the desired effect on attendances; despite 

there being more concerts, Table 3 demonstrates that the aggregate attendance was 

less than it had been for the previous season, falling well below 50% capacity for the 

Ulster Hall.

1 Irish Times, 3 July 1967.

" ACNI Annual Report 1967-8, p. 17.

' Ibid. Not including BPS Concerts, the number of concerts at this venue increased from thirteen to 

nineteen.

4 Ibid.



Table 3: Comparison of Ulster Orchestra attendance in the Ulster Hall, 1966-72'

Season
No. of Ulster Hall

Concerts
Aggregate
attendance

Average
attendance

1966-7 13 11,260 823

1967-8 19 10,234 503

1968-9 20 10,289 572

1969-70 13 5,329 484

1970-1 18 9,907 619

1971-2 12 3,275 327

This decrease in audience figures is in stark contrast to the success the CBO 

enjoyed in this respect, the Ulster Orchestra’s predecessor having regularly attracted 

capacity audiences. While the increased volume of concerts and repertoire offered by 

the Ulster Orchestra were certainly factors in this decline, changing social attitudes 

could also help explain this trend. The growth of television at this time accounted for 

a greater reluctance for people to go out, and a range of entertainment industries were 

affected. Although television steadily gained in popularity following the Second 

World War, it was not until the late 1950s that ownership became widespread, as the 

introduction of commercial television combined with ‘the ending of the credit 

squeeze’ resulted in ‘an unprecedented boom in the number of television sets sold’ 

according to Michael Open.* * * * * 6 Cinema, which in Northern Ireland had enjoyed its

' PRONl, AC/5/3/7: Ulster Orchestra Audience Attendances 1966-73. Attendance figures for BPS

concerts have not been counted here, as these were generally promoted separately and enjoyed the 

support of BPS as well as Ulster Orchestra concertgoers. It is worth noting that the BPS concerts were

generally well attended during this period, particularly the three performances of Messiah in December

each year, which could expect an audience of over 1,000 on each night. The Ulster Hall’s capacity at

this time was 1,424.

6 Michael Open, Fading Lights, Silver Screens: A History of Belfast Cinemas (Belfast: Greystone 

Books, 1985), p. 12.
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‘golden era’ during the late 1940s and 1950s,7 suffered as a result and several cinemas 

in Belfast consequently closed during the 1960s.s While cinema was a much more 

popular pastime by comparison with attendance at classical concerts, it is possible that 

the decline in these two forms of entertainment in the late 1960s can be attributed to 

the same phenomenon.

ACNI’s expensive policy of engaging guest conductors for the 1967-8 season 

did little to alleviate this problem, and the Council’s strategy in relation to other 

aspects of the orchestra’s work was also failing. Midweek lunchtime concerts had 

been a regular feature during the orchestra’s inaugural season, though audiences for 

these were so poor that they were discontinued for the 1967-8 season/> More 

significant, perhaps, was the changing attitude toward the orchestra’s touring duties in 

the region. When establishing the orchestra, ACNI had the vision of an orchestra that 

could perform throughout the region and the modest number of players was decided 

upon with this in mind.11’ However, by the end of the 1967-8 season, ACNI was 

questioning the viability of this policy; after two years of performing throughout 

Northern Ireland the orchestra succeeded in only attracting a modest following in 

provincial towns. When touring throughout the summer of 1967 the average audience 

figures fell below 150," while the seventeen provincial concerts later in the season 

also failed to attract sufficient support to make these outings financially viable. ACNI 

recognised that the continuation of these concerts at this level of frequency was 

unsustainable: ‘This effort proved in the event too costly to be maintained at such 

intensity, especially as the need to have the orchestra heard by new listeners led to an 

uneconomic publicity effort’.12 Given the emphasis placed on this aspect of the 

orchestra’s work when forming the ensemble, this seems a rather striking turnaround 

by ACNI, who had in 1965 confidently proclaimed that:

' Open, Fading Lights, Silver Screens, p. 9. 

s Open, Fading Lights, Silver Screens, p. 13. 

g ACNI Annual Report 1967-8, p. 17.

111 See p. 84-5 above.

" ACNI Annual Report 1967-8, p. 17.

12 ACNI Annual Report 1967-8, p. 18.
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When a permanent orchestra is provided there is every reason to believe 

that it can play to large and untapped audiences for orchestral concerts if 

they are presented in the right places and in the right way. It will be 

possible to present a concert for schoolchildren in the afternoon and a 

concert suitable for adults in the evening by making use of school halls 

which are dotted about all over the Province and within easy reach of 

Belfast without having to provide overnight subsistence or lodgings.13

In place of series of regional concerts, for the orchestra’s 1968-9 season ACNI 

initiated a scheme whereby the orchestra could be engaged in response to specific 

invitations. This scheme was not limited to local authorities; private organisations 

were also invited to hire the orchestra, provided they could ‘bring together a good 

audience for the music the orchestra can offer’.14 It was also stipulated that ACNI 

would 'promote its own concerts only where there are special reasons for doing so’, 

effectively making clear that the individual or organisation engaging the orchestra 

was to take responsibility for this task.l:>

As well as rethinking the scope of the orchestra’s touring commitments, ACNI 

also reduced the number of Ulster Hall concerts for the 1968-9 season. Having 

increased the number of these concerts to nineteen in 1967-8, this was reduced to 

sixteen, a sign that ACNI realised audiences for these events were limited.1(1 It is clear 

from these policy adjustments that audience support for the orchestra was not what 

had been anticipated, and the high level of subsidy it consumed would inevitably led 

to questions concerning its sustainability. By the 1967-8 season, the orchestra had 

expanded its activities into Britain, performing concerts in England and providing the 

orchestra for Welsh National Opera’s seasons in Swansea and Bristol. This 

collaboration was convenient for both organisations, which had the mutual problem of 

financing a regional arts body. ACNI emphasised that this was a contribution to 

Ulster’s ‘export drive’, and ‘helped to put the orchestra on a national footing’,1 an

13 ACNI Annual Report 1964-5, p. 12.

14 Ulster Orchestra concert brochure, 1968-9, p. 19.

15 Ibid.

16 Ulster Orchestra concert brochure, 1968-9.

17 Ulster Orchestra concert brochure, 1968-9, p. 1.
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admirable enough strategy, though it seems that finance was the primary motivation 

for this residency. Struggling for audiences at home, ACNI was able to offload the 

orchestra for two weeks during the season, earning about £10,000 in the process.Is 

While this was timely and welcome for the orchestra’s finances, it offers an example 

of the orchestra having to find alternative ways of filling its schedule. When viewed 

alongside a reduction in local performances, tours such as this presented the 

opportunity for critics to question if Northern Ireland really needed a full-time 

orchestra.

ACNl’s 'rather faceless image’

As was documented in the previous chapter, dissatisfaction with the Ulster Orchestra 

had first appeared in local press in March 1967, sparking controversy over the size of 

the orchestra and the limited repertoire dictated by this situation.ACN! became the 

focus of journalistic debate once again in November 1967, when the Belfast 

Telegraph reporter Godfrey Fitzsimons wrote two features on the Council’s activities 

for the newspaper. The articles contained several criticisms of the way ACNI 

conducted itself, and questioned whether the annual government grant allocated to the 

arts was spent wisely:

Has the Arts Council got too much money to spend, or, if not, is it 

spending it in the best possible way for the province?

A few years ago, not many people would have been interested enough to 

ask that question, but in recent months, the Council has found its name in 

the press rather more than usual - over the running of the Ulster 

Orchestra, and as the object of complaints voiced from some of the 

provincial towns, where local arts committees resent its attitude to 

them.20

Liaison with regional representatives was a key component in the success of ACN l’s 

regional activities, as these individuals provided vital local knowledge and looked

ACNI Annual Report 1967-8, p. 19.

! ’ See pp. 102-10 above.

" Belfast Telegraph, 2 November 1967.
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after publicity for events. Fitzsimons interviewed ACNI’s Director Michael Whewell 

for this article, who suggested that:

In a country this size, it is difficult to decide to what extent there should 

be central administration and how much should be left in the hands of 

local committees, especially when the extent of local enthusiasm and 

organising skill is largely an unknown quantity.-1

It may well have been the case that some towns harboured more enthusiasm for the 

arts than others, but Fitzsimons cited one instance of ‘avoidable clumsiness’ in 

ACNI’s relations with local committees:

One local secretary complained to me that when the Ulster Orchestra was 

giving a concert in the school hall ACNI dealt directly with the 

headmaster instead of through the arts committee.::

This complaint is not an isolated example of bad management: prompted by the 

publication of Fitzsimons’ ACNI feature, a letter appeared in the Belfast Telegraph 

voicing displeasure over the manner in which the Council conducted itself. Gordon 

Wamock (Newtownards, Co. Down) wrote:

The activities of the Arts Council have been the subject of bitter 

controversy from the very beginning.

This is, at last, officially admitted in your articles by Godfrey Fitzsimons 

... a basic reason for non-attendance at events is the total failure of the 

Arts Council to create liaison with local communities and their arrogant 

assumption that publicity is not necessary.

Last winter, for example, the Ulster Orchestra gave a concert in 

Newtownards. I went to the afternoon rehearsal. The hall can 

accommodate 600, yet only 36 tickets had been booked. Why?

The one and only official advertising poster for the concert was delivered 

to the hall by a messenger from the Arts Council during the rehearsal on 

the day of the concert!

1 Ibid. 

:2 Ibid.
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A round-up of school children etc., as a last minute panic operation by 

the local committee eventually brought in about 200 people to hear the 

best orchestral concert ever given in Newtownards.

As Warnock highlighted, one possible solution offered in Fitzsimons’s report was the 

appointment of a field organiser who could maintain contact between ACN1 and the 

towns outside Belfast. This would have several advantages; keeping in touch with 

regional preferences, co-ordinating publicity; and acting as an intermediary between 

ACNI and local people, allowing for an exchange of viewpoints. It is clear that the 

Council could have improved on the ‘rather faceless image’ it was presenting in order 

to attract more support from the public, and indeed the media. Fitzsimons concluded 

that the ACNFs number one priority should be to ‘get through to the people of 

Northern Ireland in a broad front ... in this, whether through aloofness, wrong policy 

decisions or whatever else, it is not succeeding’.'4

Following the criticisms aimed at ACNI in the Belfast Telegraph, the 

newspaper’s editor. Jack Sayers, wrote to Peter Montgomery in an attempt to assist in 

improving the public image of ACNI:

I do hope that Fitzsimons’s articles on the Council will not come amiss. I 

have just been reading the second, and I like to think that it is a 

reasonably fair statement of the case on both sides. In any event, I am 

sure that you welcome some general discussion of your activities.

Perhaps I should add the personal note that my own impression of the 

Council’s public relations is not good. Is Whewell in any way inhibited 

in making contact with people? I have had him and his wife to dinner at 

home, but neither before nor since has he been in touch with me in any 

way. I do find this extraordinary when the Director should be looking to

23 Belfast Telegraph, 4 November 1967. The letter continued: ‘Unless - as Godfrey Fitzsimons 

suggests - a “field organiser” is appointed to co-ordinate publicity and make useful contact with local 

committees, there will be no future hope for such events. Provincial town arts committees are not 

completely blameless either. Many are good and well informed. Others do nothing except drink tea and 

eat buns with the visiting artists after the concert’.

"4 Belfast Telegraph, 3 November 1967.
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the “Telegraph” for help and when we are so anxious to do so. It seems 

to illustrate so much that I hear from others on this same point.^

In a further letter, Sayers revises his assessment however; having had lunch with the 

ACNI Director he expressed his newfound goodwill towards Whewell:

I hope Michael Whewell will have given you a good report of our lunch.

I certainly enjoyed the talk and gained a better impression of how his 

mind works. I realise that he may not be so good in public, but there is no 

reason why he shouldn’t be able to mix and talk freely with all the critics 

and the Press. If he could manage to do this I think you would find that 

the road was a good deal smoother.26

Sayers strongly recommended to Montgomery the recruitment of a Public Relations 

Officer to work alongside Whewell, noting that ‘someone who can express himself 

verbally, as well as in writing in an attractive manner could be a treasure'." The 

conclusion must be made from these exchanges that ACNI was not promoting itself at 

all well, leading to the perception of the Council as inward looking and out-of-touch 

with audiences.

With the criticism in the press surrounding its public image and the frustration 

from local arts officers concerning provincial events, it is unsurprising that ACNI 

faced mounting media criticism. Having highlighted weaknesses in ACNI’s 

relationship with local authorities in the first of his features on the Council, the second 

instalment of Fitzsimons’s report in the Belfast Telegraph dealt more specifically with 

the activities of the Council. Orchestral music provision was the aspect emphasised: 

‘The Ulster Orchestra is only a season-and-a-bit-old, but is it showing signs yet of 

doing what it set out to do?’ asked Fitzsimons."6 He concluded that the orchestra had 

established itself in Belfast and that the answer in this respect must be ‘yes’, though 

as we have seen support for concerts in Belfast was in decline. The regularity of

PRONI, AC/12/4: Letter from Jack Sayers to Peter Montgomery, 2 November 1967.

26 PRONI, AC/12/4: Letter from Sayers to Montgomery, 13 December 1967.

27 Ibid.

Belfast Telegraph, 3 November 1967.
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sparse attendances at provincial concerts was indisputable, and inevitably a question 

mark over the orchestra’s sustainability was raised:

An orchestra like the Ulster can never hope to cover its costs through its 

income, but how long will it be before it is even a financially realistic 

cultural asset to the province? As it is, £100,000 per year is a lot of
29money.

Questioning the orchestra’s sustainability and comments concerning the high 

level of subsidy led to ACNI mounting a defence of its expenditure on orchestral 

provision; wasting taxpayers’ money was not something it wanted to add to what was 

already a poor image of the Council. In its Annual Report for 1967-8, ACNI was keen 

to stress the orchestra’s important role in the community, emphasising the necessity 

for this cultural asset in Northern Ireland:

It is sometimes thought that the Province’s orchestral needs could be met 

by visits of large orchestras, playing repertoire of big romantic works 

which are supposedly to attract good public response. Unfortunately the 

Ulster Hall is the only place in the Province that can accommodate such 

orchestras and three successive nights would be involved to justify the 

ferry costs. This can hardly be put forward seriously as an adequate 

service for the whole Province even if orchestras could readily (as they 

cannot) be persuaded to visit Ulster with the necessary frequency. How 

would children. Philharmonic or Opera be served? What substitute can 

there be for residence in the Province of professional artists who can 

make a satisfactory living within the community?'1'

The front cover of this publication has an illustration of weighing scales, with ‘Value 

for money’ on one side of the scale - no doubt a message ACNI believed they were 

delivering. '1 While the Ulster Orchestra relied on a high level of subsidy from ACNI, 

the Council maintained that this was not disproportionate to the ensemble's worth: 

‘The main justification for the expenditure incurred lies in the quality of the

30 ACNI Annual Report 1967-8, p. 15.

31 Ibid., front cover. See Appendix 8, fig. 18 below for a photograph of the document.
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orchestra’s work and the Council is convinced that the orchestra is already something 

to be proud of.1 Despite the ’Value for money’ slogan and the justification of the 

Ulster Orchestra’s work, ACNI did acknowledge that the gap between the annual cost 

of the orchestra and its income ‘necessitated further assessment of its place within the 

Council’s work’, meaning that some level of cost cutting was necessary, something 

which will be explored later in this chapter.11

Conductors

As has been mentioned previously, the Ulster Orchestra parted company with their 

Principal Conductor at the end of the 1966-7 season, and in December 1967 - despite 

its problems - ACNI managed to secure the appointment of Sergiu Comissiona as 

Miles’s successor. Comissiona had conducted the orchestra on two occasions during 

the 1966-7 season, and made a significant impression - the ACNI Board noted that 

‘the exceptionally high quality of his work was evident on both occasions and it was 

of significance that the orchestra themselves had expressed a keen desire to work with 

him’. 14 The high standard of performance achieved by the orchestra under 

Comissiona was noted in the newspaper criticisms as well,35 and Rathcol welcomed 

the appointment with great enthusiasm:

The appointment of Sergiu Comissiona as Principal Conductor of the 

Ulster Orchestra will be wonderful news for those who, wishing the 

orchestra well, heard his performances with them last year.

It was Comissiona who allowed us first to hear just how well the 

orchestra could play. Last January, at the interval of his first Ulster Hall 

concert, regular attenders met in the foyer in a buzz of excitement at what 

this apparently undemonstrative director could obtain in terms of sound, 

balance and unanimity, from a body of players who up till then had not 

always seemed capable of being fused into a single instrument.

~ ACNI Annual Report 1967-8, p. 5.

33 Ibid.

34 PRONI, AC/1/1/3: ACNI Board Minutes. 8 December 1967.

33 See p. 116 above.
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It is significant too that members of the orchestra have been themselves 

so warm in their feeling for him and have often expressed the (as it 

seemed) unlikely hope that he would become their regular conductor.36

In a review of one of Comissiona’s concerts soon after he was appointed, Rathcol 

offered further tribute to this conductor’s abilities:

What a wonderful conductor Comissiona is. He never seems to dictate to 

his players. His attitude appears to be “show me what you can do” and 

this policy obviously pays, for the orchestra responds by being on its toes 

all the time.

We are extremely fortunate to have Mr Comissiona as the Principal 

Conductor of the Ulster Orchestra. If anybody can, he will succeed in 

building up the potential audience for concerts here.37

Such was Comissiona’s impact in these years, the high level of appreciation for his 

conductor’s work with the orchestra still lingers today. In an interview, Harry Grindle 

- the former Music Director at St Anne’s Cathedral who occasionally conducted the 

Ulster Orchestra in the early 1970s - enthused about Comissiona’s time with the 

orchestra:

In many ways the Ulster Orchestra was quite exceptional ... it’s worth 

bearing in mind the quality of some of the conductors. Comissiona was 

really a genius; hardly any English, but absolutely nobody got from the
TO

orchestra the playing that he got.

ACNI viewed Comissiona’s acceptance of the post as ‘a remarkable tribute to 

the orchestra so early in its life’,39 while the appointment ended ‘a difficult and 

uneconomic interregnum in the orchestra’s affairs during which a high level of work 

had to be maintained by various expensive expedients, such as the engagement of

" Belfast Telegraph, 15 January 1968.

Belfast Telegraph, 25 May 1968.

Interview with Harry Grindle, 21 March 2011. 

1 ACNI Annual Report 1967-8, p. 17.



expensive guest conductors’.40 While Comissiona’s stature as a conductor was 

undisputed, his busy schedule meant that the amount of work he undertook with the 

Ulster Orchestra was limited. Prior to his appointment in Belfast, Comissiona had 

accepted the post of Principal Conductor with the Gothenburg Symphony Orchestra, 

and in 1968 he was appointed to the post of Music Director of the Baltimore 

Symphony Orchestra. As well as holding three posts simultaneously, the conductor 

continued to accept engagements elsewhere: in Israel, where he had previously 

directed the Haifa Symphony; and at Covent Garden, where he developed a reputation 

as an acclaimed ballet conductor.41 With ‘careful manipulation’, however, ACNI felt 

that he would be available for ten weeks throughout the year, allowing him to conduct 

‘at least twenty concerts ... about half of the series concerts in the Ulster Hall’.* * * 4' For 

the 1968-9 season, Comissiona did indeed conduct approximately half of the Ulster 

Hall series concerts - six out of sixteen - though this meant that the policy of 

engaging guest conductors continued, albeit to a lesser extent than previously. A 

regular complaint in the media throughout Comissiona’s tenure was that he did not 

conduct enough concerts and despite his popularity in Ulster, at the end of the 1968- 

9 season, ‘in the face of increasing international commitments’, Comissiona indicated 

that he could no longer continue in the role.44

The reputation Comissiona earned with him meant that it was not surprising 

for him to leave his post after just one full season with the Ulster Orchestra. He had 

worked with all the leading London orchestras,4' and it is possible that he saw the 

position in Belfast as a stepping stone to bigger things. In an interview with the 

Belfast Telegraph, the reporter asked the question why ‘such a hotly sought-for’

4" ACNI Annual Report 1967-8, p. 5.

41 Burcescu, A Romanian Rhapsody, p. 77.

4 PRON1, AC/1/1/3: ACNI Board Minutes, 8 December 1967.

4j In an interview with the conductor, the Belfast Telegraph described him as ‘the orchestra’s principal, 

but too infrequent, conductor’ [Belfast Telegraph, 27 February 1969],

44 ACNI Annual Report 1969-70, p. 25.

4’ As well as regular work with the Royal Ballet at Covent Garden, Comissiona’s engagements 

included the London Philharmonic, BBC Symphony, London Symphony, Royal Philharmonic, 

Philharmonia and BBC Philharmonic in Manchester [Burcescu, A Romanian Rhapsody, pp. 79-80].
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conductor should accept the position in Belfast? ‘I liked the idea of joining such a 

promising young orchestra, and Michael Whewell was very persuasive’ was 

Comissiona’s reply.4h In fact, knowing how busy the conductor’s schedule would be, 

Comissiona’s agent had recommended the role of music advisor instead of Principal 

Conductor when the approach from the ACNI Board was first made, although 

Comissiona nevertheless accepted the position.47 When discussing the terms of his 

contract, Comissiona remembered being asked a locally sensitive question: ‘“Are you 

a Catholic or a Protestant?” “Neither, I’m Jewish.” “You’re perfect! You’re the right 

person for us” he recalled, laughing. “It was the only time being Jewish had its 

advantages’”* 4^ There were other advantages for Comissiona accepting the position in 

Belfast, the conductor lived in London at the time and the scheduling of Ulster 

Orchestra concerts on Fridays allowed him to catch a late flight to London and spend 

the weekend at home.44

Although Comissiona managed to leave such a strong impression during his 

short visits to Northern Ireland, the admirable work undertaken by Alun Francis (then 

staff conductor with the orchestra),'^0 the orchestra's leader Janos Fiirst and indeed the 

players themselves should also be considered. ACNI held auditions for a prospective 

Assistant Conductor for the orchestra in December 1966, the position having been 

created soon after the orchestra’s inauguration. The ‘outstanding’ candidate for the 

post - Belfast-born Kenneth Montgomery - was unable to accept the appointment, 

and the panel decided that none of the other applicants were ‘of sufficient stature to 

warrant appointment as Assistant Conductor’.51 Instead, Francis was offered the 

position as a member of the music staff ‘with general duties including 

“understudying” for Mr Miles, rehearsing for him and conducting when required'.'" 

Prior to arriving in Belfast, Francis had been a horn player with the Bournemouth

J<’ Belfast Telegraph, 27 February 1969.

4 Burcescu, A Romanian Rhapsody, p. 82.

4X Vancouver Courier, March 1996. Quoted in ibid.

49 Ibid.

Ml See Personalia and Appendix 8, fig. 14 below.

M PRONl, AC/1/1/3: ACNI Board Minutes, 18 January 1967.

52 Ibid.
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Symphony Orchestra, and was aged just twenty-three when he took up his 

appointment with the Ulster Orchestra. The Welshman was also appointed BPS’s 

chorus master in 1967 following Miles’s resignation, a position he held until 1976. As 

staff conductor for the Ulster Orchestra, Francis did not conduct many concerts during 

these early years of the orchestra’s existence, but he stayed in Northern Ireland, 

learning his trade and in 1971 was offered a contract as Associate Conductor with the 

orchestra.53

Fiirst, the Ulster Orchestra’s leader 1966-8 and Assistant Conductor 1968-71 

was another instrumental figure during these early years. A Hungarian violinist who 

had fled his home country after the 1956 uprising, he first came to Ireland in 1958 on 

appointment to the RESO as a rank and file player. Although he was a gifted violinist, 

Fiirst was determined to forge a career as a conductor, and in 1963 helped establish 

the ICO to this end. Conducting engagements with the ICO soon began to conflict 

with Fiirst’s playing duties in the RESO, leading to disagreements with Tibor Paul, 

then the RESO’s Principal Conductor. Along with many other players who fell foul of 

Paul by performing with the ICO, Fiirst took the opportunity to leave the RESO for 

the newly established Ulster Orchestra in 1966.'4 In an interview with Music Ireland 

in 1986 he recalled the circumstances surrounding his contemptuous departure from 

Dublin:

[Paul] became the greatest obstacle in my life. One of the reasons I left 

was him. One day having heard me, he said to me, you have a lot of 

talent but as long as I’m here you won’t conduct. And I said, thanks very 

much for your honesty. One of us will have to leave. So I did.55

Having successfully auditioned for the Leader position with the Ulster Orchestra, the 

opportunity to conduct some concerts was an important factor in him accepting the 

post:

I also saw the possibility of conducting a certain number of concerts and 

that was a decider for me. 1 saw a way out. This is something that people

' PRONl. AC/1/5/I: Ulster Orchestra Sub-Committee Minutes, 7 April 1971.

4 See p. 88 above for a list of players from the RESO who accepted jobs with the Ulster Orchestra.

” Music Ireland, December 1986-January 1987, p. 10.

138



actually don’t realise, that the real reason of leaving was that the whole 

ICO situation was getting very closed up/6

Fiirst wasted no time in attempting to realise this ambition, and when ACNI sought an 

Assistant Conductor in December 1966 - just three months after taking up the 

Leader’s chair - he requested to be considered for this new post. Although he made a 

‘considerable impression’ on the audition panel, the ACNI Board Minutes tell us that 

it was mutually agreed that the position would be ‘unsuitable’ for Fiirst, though it is 

not specified why this was the case/7 As has been stated previously, no Assistant 

Conductor was appointed, Francis gaining employment as a staff conductor instead, 

though an agreement was made with Fiirst whereby ACNI would guarantee him some 

conducting duties.58

After two years as the orchestra’s leader, the Hungarian was appointed the 

orchestra’s Assistant Conductor in August 1968 and was replaced as leader by 

Canadian violinist Meyer Stolow5L) (Francis was retained as a member of the music 

staff and conducted when required).60 This appointment proved to be a good move for 

Fiirst, as it provided the platform he desired to launch his conducting career; after 

leaving Belfast in 1971 he was offered conducting engagements with all the major 

London orchestras before his appointment as the Malmd Symphony Orchestra’s 

Principal Conductor (1974-7).61 He later held Music Director positions with the 

Aalborg Symphony Orchestra (1980-3) and Marseilles Opera (1981-9) before 

returning to Ireland in 1987 as the RTF National Symphony Orchestra’s (as the RESO 

had been renamed) Principal Conductor.6' Although his appointment as Assistant 

Conductor of the Ulster Orchestra might have given Fiirst the career move he had 

hoped for, the players in the orchestra were not too enamoured of their former

56 Ibid.

57 PRONI, AC/l/t/3: ACNI Board Minutes, 18 January 1967.

58 Ibid.

59 See Personalia and Appendix 8, fig. 19 below.

PRONI, AC/1/5/1: Ulster Orchestra Sub-Committee Minutes, 24 May 1968. 

Barry Millington, ‘Janos Fiirst: Obituary’ in The Guardian, 6 Febmary 2007. 

62 Ibid.
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leader’s elevation. In an interview, Raymond Warren - by then the orchestra’s 

Resident Composer - explained to me how Ftirst’s conducting was received:

Fiirst was almost aggressively ambitious, who came up as leader and 

very soon wheedled his way into conducting, and there was a lot of bad 

feeling in the orchestra about this. I don’t think he was liked! He was a 

very high-powered character.'1’

In the Music Ireland interview with Fiirst quoted earlier, the conductor confirmed 

Warren’s assertion that the musicians did not take well to having their former leader 

on the podium:

1 was thrown into the deep end, I was doing everything, and of course I 

had no repertoire and no experience. I had no way of dealing with people.

My old colleagues were not exactly very nice to me, because a young 

conductor is a great fool, you know. Why should anyone believe him?

And when 1 used to say, you play it in this way, they laughed. 

Occasionally they came up to me and said wouldn't you like to practise 

your violin a bit? It was mind-boggling. But I’m very grateful to them, 

because it was the most fantastic school anybody ever had. I really 

learned by baptism of fire/’4

‘The playing was fine, but really one came away dissatisfied’

After a two-week stint with the orchestra in May 1968, Comissiona wrote a letter to 

Montgomery in which he expressed the hope that I will do all I can in my modest 

capacities during my visits to Ireland, to bring joy to the “too” small, but appreciative 

audience'/0 In his reply, Montgomery thanked the conductor for excellence of his 

work in Northern Ireland, noting:

6j Interview with Raymond Warren, 28 July 2011.

64 Music Ireland, December 1986-January 1987, p. 10.

" PRONl. AC/12/5: Letter from Comissiona to Montgomery, 29 May 1968.
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Your presence in Ulster made these two weeks as exciting as any I can 

remember, and provided proof of just how completely an orchestra can 

be transformed by a conductor of rare genius such as yours.6*1

As Montgomery’s letter suggests, Comissiona’s leadership clearly had an impact on 

the Ulster Orchestra’s performances, though worryingly for ACNI, audiences at 

concerts remained at a disappointing level. The politeness of this remark belied the 

escalating frustration that was being felt from certain quarters about the persistence of 

this problem, and once again the orchestra found itself the subject of newspaper 

debate.

The concerts during Comissiona’s visit in May 1968 referred to by 

Montgomery also drew high praise from Rathcol; for the concert on 17 May with 

Alfred Brendel (at the time very much a rising star) his review noted that:

Sergiu Comissiona has the knack of bringing out the players’ finest 

quality of style, attack and precision. The highlight of the evening was 

Mozart’s Prague Symphony, given a performance that roused the not 

over-large audience to a deserved outburst of enthusiasm. This was a 

noble reading of great music.6

The poor level of support mentioned by Rathcol was to overshadow the fine 

performance, and a letter appeared in the Belfast Telegraph bemoaning the poor 

support for what ought to have been a significant occasion. Michael Brooke wrote:

The first appearance of the recently appointed chief conductor since his 

appointment, and a soloist whose reputation is world-wide: these were 

the ingredients of last Friday’s Ulster Orchestra concert, which was 

considered important enough for the Governor and other dignitaries to be 

present.

And yet the attendance at the concert was sparse to say the least, with (at 

a guess), over half the seats in the Ulster Hall empty.

This situation has been with us ever since the Ulster Orchestra was 

founded, and it would seem to me useful at this point in time if a

66 PRON1, AC/12/5: Letter from Montgomery to Comissiona, 3 June 1968.

Belfast Telegraph, 18 May 1968.



discussion were opened on what could be done. As a start, I would make 

these suggestions -

The publicity could be improved. There were a lot of posters for this last 

concert, but they were small and did not catch the eye - the first 

requirement of any advertising.

I am sure that the pricing policy is wrong. In particular, the four or five 

different price ranges downstairs in the hall ensure that the empty seats 

are all in the middle, giving the impression that the place is even emptier 

than it really is.

A more sensible arrangement would be for all these seats to be at one 

price - 7s 6d would be about right. One essential - there must be cheap 

rates for schools and students.

It seems clear that big audiences are attracted to big works, Tchaikovsky 

rather than Haydn. Is it completely impossible to find the extra string 

players needed to augment the orchestra once in a while? I suspect also 

that there are too many concerts in the Ulster Hall, which should be 

reserved for these “big” concerts.

Programmes such as last Friday’s would be better in, for example, the 

Balmoral rooms, both from the nature of the music and the size of the 

audience attracted.

This is enough for the time being. I hope that others interested in the 

orchestra will also make suggestions as to how the present depressing 

situation can be transformed. It certainly won’t be by letting things 

continue as they are.(,s

Brooke made some pertinent observations here and, as we will see, the orchestra’s 

management subsequently adopted many of his recommendations. The description of 

the hall as half empty was generous, as ACNI records tell us that the paid attendees 

amounted to 364, bringing the hall to a meagre 24% of its capacity.69 This 

correspondent was not alone in having these ‘depressing’ sentiments. Sayers, the

68 Belfast Telegraph, 20 May 1968.

69 PRON1, AC/5/3/7: Ulster Orchestra Audience Attendances, 1966-73.
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aforementioned editor of the Belfast Telegraph wrote a letter to Montgomery about 

the concert in question:

You will see a letter in tonight’s paper about last Friday’s concert. If 

Michael Brooke had not written 1 might have done so myself.

I took Daphne and Sarah and our hearts fell when we arrived at the Ulster 

Hall and realised that there was not going to be an audience, not only for 

Comissiona, but for the Governor. It ought to have been a major event 

and it wasn’t. The playing was tine, but really one came away 

dissatisfied.

You must allow me to say again that this is in a large measure due to the 

failure to reach the public at large. If I were the Arts Council I would be 

enlisting every professional art in the field of advertising and public 

relations and promotion to achieve an audience. For without an audience 

I don’t think the Orchestra can possibly last.

I feel myself that there is an audience - possibly at a lower price - but I 

do urge you again to employ people who know how to reach them. There 

can’t be any higher priority than this. 0

Sayers followed up this correspondence by penning an editorial on the subject:

London prices are not appropriate to Belfast and in addition to cut-prices 

for students, a flat rate, first-come, first served policy would help fill the 

yawning gulf in the centre of the auditorium.

Publicity is another vital factor that is in danger of being overlooked.

Better one concert a fortnight that is properly advertised than two that are 

missed by all but the most assiduous devotees.

Again, it is arguable that an orchestra of 40 players can never have the 

repertoire either to fill the Ulster Hall with sound, or to pull in crowds. 

Northern Ireland is too small a place to afford two full-time professional 

orchestras, and at least on occasion there should be a link-up with the

PRONI, AC/12/34: Letter from Sayers to Montgomery, 20 May 1968.
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BBC Orchestra, whose formation has hardly done a direct service to 

music in the province.71

Following on from Brooke’s letter, there was a response to his call for further 

comment from other readers. Brownlow White, of Windsor Avenue in south Belfast, 

wrote:

There are times when one almost despairs of Northern Ireland being 

proud of the right things and supporting them.

Friday night’s concert by the Ulster Orchestra produced some of the best 

Mozart playing heard here. The Ulster Hall was hardly half full.

When, oh, when is local knowledge of the position of the Ulster 

Orchestra to be apprehended by those in charge of the arts? 

Administration is clearly in need of review. A concert every week must 

incur clashes of dates, and at the prices charged would not succeed in 

Chelsea.7'

Jane Harvey of Drumbeg also agreed with Brooke’s comments on the orchestra, 

adding the amenities in the Ulster Hall to her list of criticisms:

As a newcomer to Belfast I recently attended a large orchestral and 

choral concert with four soloists and guest conductor, and was appalled 

by the depressing atmosphere and dilapidated condition of the Ulster 

Hall.

Surely enough money can be found for a coat of paint both inside and 

outside, and some new curtains to brighten the hall up.

There is no provision for either tea or coffee, or for drinks, before, during 

or after the concert, and as these usually end after 10 o’clock, when most 

places in Belfast are closed, one is unable to obtain any refreshment 

during the entire evening.

I would suggest that the introduction of some sort of amenities into the 

Ulster Hall might help to attract more people to go there.

71 Belfast Telegraph, 21 May 1968.

’2 Ibid.
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The present arrangement of standing in the hallway or on a cold draughty 

staircase during the interval is most unsatisfactory.73

Whewell was also prompted to comment on the points raised in the initial 

correspondence from Brooke, largely agreeing with many of the points raised:

It is a pleasure to read a thoughtful and constructive letter like Michael 

Brooke’s about the orchestra.

1 think we all agree with him on the pricing. Next season there will be a 

big change: the range of prices will be the same, but we’ll be able to 

advertise “1,000 seats at 7s 6d or less” for each concert, and the “Youth 

and Music” scheme will make it easier than it is now for young people to 

get cheap seats.

We very much want to learn by experience and research: we will, as Mr 

Brooke suggests, be doing more concerts at Balmoral, and fortnightly 

rather than weekly concerts in the Ulster Hall. 4

It may be surprising that Whewell agreed with many of the criticisms raised in this 

series of correspondence, but it seems ACNI realised that there were issues 

concerning the orchestra and were willing to accept this type of comment, provided it 

was constructive. In 1968 Peter Montgomery stated that

the Arts Council warmly welcomes ideas from all sources, not only from 

its own Committees, but also from outside and through the press, as to 

ways and means of adding still further to the ranks of its supporters.7^

’ Belfast Telegraph, 24 May 1968. The letter continued: ‘I would agree with Mr Brooke that the seats 

are expensive. For 10s 1 sat at the side of the balcony and was only able to see half the orchestra and 

two of the soloists and felt the price charged for these uncomfortable seats was much too high. On this 

occasion we were entertaining one of the soloists and so had the opportunity of seeing behind the stage. 

There is room for a great deal of improvement of the orchestra’s facilities and the visiting artists room 

is deplorably shabby and badly equipped and there is nowhere to take a visitor after the performance 

for a much needed drink’.

4 Belfast Telegraph, 23 May 1968.

7’ Ulster Orchestra concert brochure, 1968-9, p. 1.
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As can be seen by Whewell’s response to Mr Brooke’s letter, many changes in the 

way ACNI structured the Ulster Orchestra’s main season were already being 

implemented and will be examined later.

" A make or break summer season ’

Prior to this main Ulster Hall series, a season of summer concerts took place at the 

Royal Ulster Agricultural Society Members’ Rooms at Balmoral, a venue in south 

Belfast that would become a frequently used concert hall by the orchestra through the 

late 1960s and 1970s. Rathcol described this summer season as ‘make or break’ for 

the orchestra, expressing the viewpoint that it could not sustain continued poor 

support from audiences.76 James Milliken - Rathcol at this time - had not directly 

commented on the debate surrounding Ulster Hall concerts until this point, only 

saying that Comissiona’s first concert as Principal Conductor had been 

‘disappointingly supported’. 7 Milliken, who had been an ardent supporter of the 

orchestra since its inception, was to leave Belfast in the summer of 1968, and was 

replaced as Rathcol by Leslie McCarrison. s The column he wrote for the Belfast 

Telegraph titled ‘A make or break summer season?’ was one of his last for the 

newspaper, and in it he warned of the uncertainty surrounding the orchestra’s future:

The comfortable surroundings of the Members’ Rooms, the ideally sized 

auditorium and its acoustical qualities should help to make his summer 

series a success. An all-out drive for improved audiences is now more 

than ever a necessity if the Orchestra is to survive in its present form, for 

if they do not materialise I cannot see the Orchestra last another season. * l)

The hall in Balmoral was much smaller than the Ulster Hall, and so better 

suited to the repertoire performed by the orchestra. Of the eight concerts that made up 

the summer 1968 season, the average attendance was 264. While this was not the

6 Belfast Telegraph, 28 May 1968.

Belfast Telegraph, 21 May 1968.

N For a photograph of McCarrison, see Appendix 8, fig. 24 below.

1 Belfast Telegraph, 28 May 1968.

PRON1, AC/5/3/7: Ulster Orchestra Audience Attendances, 1966-73.
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size of audience ACNI may have hoped for, these numbers looked much better in 

Balmoral - which had a capacity of 500 - than in the Ulster Hall. It is interesting that 

while audiences were still relatively small, this is not reflected in the newspaper 

reviews. One review noted that ‘the Members’ rooms at Balmoral were filled last 

night by the large audience’,81 while others gave the description of a ‘large 

audience’,82 and the ‘capacity audience’.8' The compact nature of the hall therefore 

gave the impression of a capacity audience, another advantage for the orchestra 

performing here. The location of the Members’ Rooms approximately three miles 

away from the city centre gave the venue a more suburban feel, and subsequently 

attracted a different demographic of concert goer. In another Belfast Telegraph review 

it was recorded that:

As in previous concerts at this venue, one noted the considerable number 

of new faces in the audience and, equally surprising, the absence of a
84large number of supporters of the Ulster Hall series of concerts.

Members of the orchestra also seemed to prefer the Members’ Rooms as a venue. 

Speaking about this venue, David Openshaw (Ulster Orchestra timpanist, 1972-2012) 

recalled that these concerts were ‘Quite good; well attended because there was a nice 

little cosy bar at the side of the concert hall, so we could mingle with the audience. 

We got to know a lot of good friends through that actually’.88

The ‘comfortable surroundings’ of the Members’ Rooms referred to by 

Rathcol were a relief from the state of neglect that the Ulster Hall was in at this time. 

As we have seen, the letter to the Belfast Telegraph from Jane Harvey spoke of the 

‘depressing atmosphere and dilapidated condition’ of Belfast’s leading concert venue 

and referred to the poor amenities.88 Malcolm Sargent had reportedly once praised the

sl Belfast Telegraph, 1 June 1968.

*2 Belfast Telegraph, 14 June 1968. 

v’ Belfast Telegraph. 9 August 1968.

M Belfast Telegraph, 21 June 1968.

^ Interview with David Openshaw, 16 April 2013. 

Belfast Telegraph, 24 May 1968.
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Ulster Hall for having the finest acoustic of any concert hall in the United Kingdom,S7 

though by the late 1960s the premises had regrettably fallen into a state of disrepair. 

Rathcol soon joined the debate on concert hall amenities, commenting that in the 

Ulster Hall

the drab interior, bleak corridors and a foyer better suited to a railway 

station than a concert hall are enough to depress even the greatest 

enthusiast. What a pity that a hall which has been warmly commended by 

visiting conductors for its acoustic properties, should lack a necessity 

such as a crush-hall and even comparatively modest catering facilities 

would be a welcome addition to the at present meagre amenities ...

I cannot help wondering how many cinemas, for example, would still be 

functioning if audiences were expected to tolerate uncomfortable seats, 

poor visibility and draughty and badly-heated auditoriums.

Let us face facts. If people are to be lured away from their fireside, 

particularly during the winter months, something will have to be done to 

provide more comfort and better facilities. Also, public support would be 

much better, I believe, if it was possible to make more of our events
oo

social, as well as musical.

Aside from problems relating to the ticket pricing, marketing or repertoire offered 

from the orchestra, the unpleasant interior of the Ulster Hall was undoubtedly a factor 

in the failure of the Ulster Orchestra at this time. As the venue was owned by the City 

Council, it was not within ACNI’s power to refurbish the hall, improve backstage 

facilities or provide better amenities. ACNI attempted at various stages throughout the 

1970s to improve facilities in the Ulster Hall, though ultimately this was out of their 

control and was the source of some frustration. In 1970, members of the ACNI Ulster 

Orchestra sub-committee noted that:

The Ulster Hall was a very unsatisfactory venue in many respects, 

although it was recognised to have a good acoustic. The quality of the 

environment was very discouraging to the concertgoer - draughty

N7 Boucher, ‘Classical Music’, p. 144.

Belfast Telegraph, 2 September 1968.
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corridors, inadequate conveniences, no refreshment foyer and a general 

lack of other amenities. It was suggested that representation should he 

made to the Estates Department with regard to the redecoration of the 

hall.89

Nothing came of this approach, and the issue of facilities at the hall continued into the 

1970s. In 1975, the City Council decided to restore the hall and give it a much-needed 

makeover, though ACNI were not consulted over the project. Again the Ulster 

Orchestra Sub-Committee commented on issue, and the minutes record that:

Mr Pugh enquired whether the Orchestra’s views had been sought on the 

improvements being made to the Ulster Hall, pointing out that the 

facilities for the performers were inadequate and that the sound-proofing 

and heating of the hall were far from ideal. Miss Cromie replied that 

Belfast District Council had not approached her on this matter.9,1

Following on from the meeting, once the enquiry to the City Council had been made, 

the minutes tell us that:

Miss Cromie informed the Committee that the Arts Council had proposed 

that the Minor Hall be converted to a public amenity area for the Ulster 

Hall, but that this proposal had been rejected by the City Council.91

ACNI cannot be blamed for the conditions in the Ulster Hall therefore, and 

with the poor facilities at this venue, the success of the Balmoral series provided 

ACNI with a suitable alternative. Having received positive press coverage during its 

summer 1968 season, the task of attracting an audience for the orchestra’s main Ulster 

Hall series for 1968-9 was the next challenge for ACNI. Unable to improve the 

facilities and decor of the venue, the Council sought to improve audiences by means 

that were in its control.

PRONI, AC/1/5/1: Minutes of the Ulster Orchestra Sub-Committee, 8 December 1970. 

,0 PRONI. AC/1/5/1: Minutes of the Ulster Orchestra Sub-Committee, 14 January 1975.

1,1 PRONI, AC/1/5/1: Minutes of the Ulster Orchestra Sub-Committee, 12 March 1975.
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Management failures

Aside from its largely successful summer season, in August 1968 the orchestra 

encountered further unforeseen difficulties, this time relating to its management staff. 

It was at this time that Donald Proud, who had been the orchestra’s Manager since its 

inception, decided not to renew his contract with the orchestra and left in rather 

acrimonious circumstances. On his departure, he submitted a report to the ACNI 

Board, outlining the reasons for his departure, and the disclosures contained in this 

make it a valuable source for an assessment of the Ulster Orchestra at this time. 

Proud’s comments also allow for consideration of some other characteristics of the 

orchestra’s inner workings at this time; namely, the attitude of some players that drew 

criticism from certain quarters.

As lias been demonstrated previously, ACNI had been subject to criticism for 

its poor public image, while there were also accusations that the promotion for the 

Ulster Orchestra's regional concerts was inadequate. It seems that there were also 

significant flaws in the organisational structure of the orchestra, as is indicated by the 

testimony given by Proud on his resignation. As was the case with Prancis, 

coincidentally, Proud had also been a Horn player in the Bournemouth Symphony 

Orchestra prior to his appointment in Belfast,92 and on his arrival in September 1966 

he found that the preparations for the orchestra’s first season were not as advanced as 

they ought to have been. Having offered a damning assessment of ACNI’s 

preparations when setting up the ensemble,9' Proud also voiced his misgivings about 

the orchestra’s managerial set up:

In my enthusiasm to take part in a new and exciting venture I accepted 

the position of Manager without first having agreed the terms of service 

and by the time I signed a contract (6 January 1967) I was already 

morally committed. The contract which I eventually signed is so vaguely 

worded as to be almost meaningless and in no way defines what were and 

were not my specific responsibilities. In attempting to work to this

‘K Incidentally, Michael Whewell also played principal bassoon with the then Bournemouth Municipal 

Orchestra after the Second World War until 1951, although it is unclear whether he knew Proud or 

Francis prior to his arrival in Belfast.

See pp. 120-1 above.
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contract I have found myself to be in a position of responsibility without 

authority. I have not been allowed personally to discipline the players for 

breach of contract - in fact I was once reprimanded by the Director for 

attempting to do so and it is a fact that certain (but not all) of the players 

have felt free at all times to go straight over my head to the Director on 

many matters which should be under the direct control of the Manager.94

Fraud's complaint that his responsibilities were not clearly defined led to 

some confusion regarding the orchestra’s management structure and seemingly 

resulted in poor communication between members of staff. This assertion is 

corroborated by a letter from Fiirst to Montgomery regarding the proposed schedule 

for the summer 1968 season at Balmoral, in which Furst expressed his surprise at 

finding out he was to conduct one of the concerts. Fiirst had conducted the orchestra 

previously and made known his ambition to pursue this further, though he did take 

exception to the way in which ACNI had arranged for him to conduct a concert 

without prior consultation:

On my return I have learned from our new brochure comprising all the 
summer concerts in Balmoral that I am to conduct one on the 15th 

August. The programme title is ‘music for fun’.

As you well know I am always happy to see work coming in my way but 

for the sake of mutual respect I feel 1 must protest about the way it has 

been done.

It is not the first time that my name appeared in connection with various 

programmes without previous consultation. I am sure you'll remember 

the last incident when the whole project had to be abandoned (the 

Chamber music concert this month) although it could have been avoided 

had I been notified before it was advertised.

I think I have a still undamaged sense of humour therefore ‘Music for 

Fun’ is all right with me, though I cannot see what sort of pieces could go 

under the title, but to print it before even mentioning it is not very 

encouraging.

44 PRONl, AC/12/34: Ulster Orchestra: Report by the retiring manager, 27 August 1968.
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I am certain that no visiting artist would receive the same treatment, and 

since I regard every concert no matter where or when it takes place as the 

most significant occasion in my life, perhaps I could asked to be treated 

like any other artist and not taken for granted.

During our association, which I regard as one of the better things in my 

life, you have always understood my point. I hope you will this time 

also.9'^

This incident highlights the amateurish nature of the Ulster Orchestra’s 

management, though this was not the only complaint made by Proud in his report to 

the ACNI Board. The outgoing manager also flagged concerns relating to the attitude 

of players in the orchestra, something he felt impacted on the ensemble’s reputation:

I have no hesitation in saying that had I been appointed Manager before 

the orchestra was recruited, my experience as a professional musician 

and my personal knowledge of the players would have compelled me to 

resist their appointments to the orchestra and would have eliminated a 

certain subversive element which persists to this day.

The result is an orchestra whose unprofessional behaviour has created an 

appalling public image which will take years to live down and does much 

to undermine their musically fine achievements.99

It is difficult to identify which players Proud would have recommended not to have 

been recruited, or what the supposedly ‘subversive element’ in the orchestra consisted 

of, though his biography indicates that he spent six months playing with the RESO in 

1956,9 so it is possible that he was referring to the Ulster Orchestra players who 

played with the Dublin-based orchestra at this time, and whom he knew through this 

association.'^ It appears that there is some substance to Proud’s accusation, there 

being evidence to suggest that some players were guilty of bad behaviour during 

concerts. There is nothing contained in the ACNI archive that criticises the behaviour

’’ PRONl, AC/12/34: Letter from Janos Fiirst to Montgomery, 11 April 1968.

PRONL AC/12/34: Ulster Orchestra: Report by the retiring manager, 27 August 1968.

' PRONL AC/12/43: Donald Proud biography.

>s See pp. 88-90 above for further information on the players recruited from Dublin in 1966.



of the Ulster Orchestra players, though some correspondence from the BBC’s archive 

sheds light on the reputation of BBC NTs counterpart orchestra in the region. 

Although educational concerts were a fundamental part of the Ulster Orchestra’s 

remit and the ensemble travelled extensively throughout Northern Ireland to fulfil 

these commitments, the BBC NI Orchestra also performed a small number of 

educational concerts each year throughout this period. A memorandum from Edgar 

Boucher (Head of Music, BBC Northern Ireland)99 to BBC NTs Controller, B. Waldo 

Maguire, noted how their orchestra was compared favourably to the Ulster Orchestra 

at one educational concert in Armagh:

The orchestra played in the Technical School, Armagh, yesterday 

afternoon to a packed audience of school children. The programme was 

very well received ... It was a good public relations effort for the BBC.

Rex Blake, the Music advisor for Armagh Schools spoke to the 

Orchestra, and welcomed them, and said he hoped there would be many 

more happy visits. He went on in a rather embarrassing way to compare 

their professionalism with “another orchestra which I won’t name”. It is a 

fact that the Ulster Orchestra had an unfortunate visit there a couple of 

years ago, but it is a pity he had to mention this. Indeed, in those early 

days, I know that the Ulster Orchestra offended the Education Authorities 

in many places including Bangor, Coleraine and Enniskillen, and this is 

part of their background from which they still suffer in the public 
mind.l(,l,

Boucher was an ACNI Board Member at this time, as well as sitting on the Council’s 

Music and Ulster Orchestra sub-committees, and should be regarded as a good source 

for this information. Blake’s comments to the BBC NI Orchestra praising them for 

their professionalism was followed up by a letter to Boucher from the Armagh Schools 

Music Advisor in which he expressed his disdain for the Ulster Orchestra even more 

emphatically:

See Personalia below.

1 BBC WAC, N13/568/1: Memo from Boucher to C.N.I., 22 October 1969.
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Again, many thanks for yesterday’s effort - already I have received the 

highest praise for the concert, the quality of performance, the choice of 

programme and the method of presentation. It was, without doubt, the 

best concert we have ever had for schools and will have done more good 

for the cause of music amongst pupils and teachers than all the previous 

peripatetic wanderings of the Ulster Orchestra ... The whole event was a 

full justification of my theory that when real professionals work together 

with modesty and enthusiasm, the results are bound to be good.101

Blake’s grievance with the orchestra may or may not have been legitimate, without 

further evidence it is difficult to say. However, it is clear that the orchestra’s 

behaviour was an issue at this time, not only through this instance, but the examples 

of some authorities being unhappy with the Ulster Orchestra cited by Boucher and 

Froud’s objections to the attitudes of some players. This resulted in the orchestra’s - 

and by association ACNI’s - image being hampered throughout Northern Ireland.

While any unprofessional conduct when on stage reflected badly on the 

players involved, this was perhaps a reaction to the poor running of the orchestra, 

coupled with disgruntlement at the amount of travelling endured. When I questioned 

Chad Koelmeyer102 - a violinist with the orchestra, 1967-2009 - about the effect this 

workload had on players, he recalled it being a busy time for the players:

We used to do every single town in Northern Ireland. Oh, God - every 

single town. We used to grumble a bit, because audiences were quite 

small. We used to do schools concerts as well, the amount of education 

work we did as a small band, it was a tremendous amount of energy.10 '

Once more, some portion of the blame for the orchestra’s restlessness and fatigue 

must be accorded to the inadequacies of the management. In a profile of the Ulster 

Orchestra written for the Irish Times in 1976, Acton gave the following assessment of 

those running the orchestra in these early years:

101 [3BC WAC. NI3/568/I: Letter from Rex Blake to Boucher, 23 October 1969. 

11,2 See Personalia below.

10’ Interview with Chad Koelmeyer, 21 February 2013.
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For most of its life, the Ulster Orchestra had a succession of managers 

and public-relations officers of dubious quality. Of course, orchestral 

musicians tend to grouse: that is notoriously a quality of the profession.

But, far too often, transport, meals, rehearsal times outside Belfast 

seemed to the players to have been organised with no thought whatever 

about the players’ convenience or freshness. If a performer is to give his 

best he must be reasonably fresh, not discouraged or browned off and not 

unnecessarily tired.

Far too often the players found themselves in some small town, hanging 

around for hours between rehearsals and performance, at a loose end in a 

place they did not know. Waiting is a very tiring occupation ... for one of 

their performances at the RDS, including a concerto with a Dublin soloist, 

there was no proper rehearsal, not even of the concerto, because that would 

have meant the orchestra leaving Belfast before lunch and therefore the 

management providing them with lunch money.1114

When assembling the Ulster Orchestra, ACN1 had envisaged that the ensemble would 

be a mobile unit, able to travel throughout Northern Ireland (and beyond), fulfilling 

the objective - quoted previously - of ’making use of school halls which are dotted 

about all over the Province and within easy reach of Belfast without having to provide 

overnight subsistence or lodgings’.105 While this may seem a good idea in theory, it 

was poorly thought through with regard to player welfare. As has been demonstrated 

here by Koelmeyer’s recollections and Acton’s article, the players grew increasingly 

fatigued from endless travelling and the inevitable waiting about. Acton’s description 

of an orchestra often ’at a loose end’ when giving provincial concerts helps explain 

why the players became irritated, possibly explaining the occasional unprofessional 

conduct onstage. ACNI’s planning for the orchestra’s scheduling was flawed in this 

respect therefore, not taking into consideration player welfare.

104 Irish Times, 3 June 1976. It is worth noting that coverage of events in the north - whether cultural or 

political - was an important aspect of the Irish Times's output during the 1970s. According to Acton, 

the newspaper’s editor, Douglas Gageby (who was from Belfast) was ‘dedicated to the principle that 

this is a 32 county newspaper in a 32 county country’. Quoted in Pine, Charles: The life and world of 

Charles Acton. 1914-1999, p. 262.

ACN1 Annual Report 1964-5. p. 12.



Another, more frequently, cited problem with the Ulster Orchestra was also 

highlighted in Acton’s 1976 profde of the orchestra:

Even in my distant field it became exasperating, year after year, never to 

get information about the Ulster Orchestra seasons until they were well 

started, to have to write to the Ulster Orchestra to find out - and no 

journalists can write about things and no newspaper can print them until 

they know of their existence. Similarly, I would hear from people all over 

the province that the Ulster Orchestra’s publicity was so bad that people 

did not know about concerts until afterwards. This is, of course, a 

standard cry everywhere, but in the case of the Ulster Orchestra it seemed 

more than usually well founded.106

Writing in the Irish Times in September 1969, Daphne Bell substantiated Acton’s 

recollection concerning poor advertising and distribution of concert brochures:

Insufficient advertising by the management of the Ulster Orchestra, not 

surprisingly resulted in an appalling attendance at the concert given in the 

Wellington Hall last Friday. By now they should know what amounts to 

adequate advertising. Of the many performances given by these players, 

their account of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony was a further step up 

the ladder of maturity ...

Is the Arts Council arranging more concerts this season? No posters, no 

hand-outs. I wonder what happens next? After their glorious account of a 

major Beethoven Symphony, there can be no doubt that these players are 

well worth advertising.107

As has been discussed previously, there had been complaints levelled at ACNI for not 

publicising provincial Ulster Orchestra concerts adequately, though it seems that these 

communication failures extended to Belfast concerts. The players also felt frustration 

at the inadequacies of ACNI’s promotional techniques, as these ultimately impacted

1116 Irish Times, 3 June 1976.

un Irish Times, 23 September 1969. Daphne Bell was a well-known figure in Belfast, where she 

established the Ulster College of Music (for further biographical information, see Personalia below). 

Bell acted as northern deputy to Acton at this time, writing under the pseudonym LF.O.\ which stood 

for ‘Find Out’.
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on the orchestra’s reputation. In 1970, the principal horn player, Martin Wilson, 

Chairman of the Ulster Orchestra Players’ Committee, commented that promotion 

techniques were ‘an old grouse with the orchestra’. In a report written on behalf of the 

committee, he noted:

We still consider the advertising to be lacking in quantity, quality and 

imagination. I would like to mention the complete lack of advertising of 

the orchestra at Belfast Airport. I enquired, whilst at the airport in mid- 

August, at the Irish Tourist Office for any information they could give 

me about concerts and in particular the Ulster Orchestra; after a great 

deal of rummaging at the bottom of a dishevelled pile of pamphlets 

underneath the counter, a great smile of achievement heralded the proud 

offering of a solitary brochure for last year’s Ulster Hall series. Not in the 

least put out by my pointing out the tardiness of this offering I was 

assured that any literature on the orchestra would be welcomed and 

would be given proper prominence on the display counter. The personal 

touch works wonder.10*

Failure in fundamental areas such as this help explain why the Ulster Orchestra 

struggled so badly with attendances at this time, supporting the view that ACNI was 

ill equipped to administer its orchestra efficiently. Further exploration of ACNI’s 

ultimately futile attempts to revitalise the Ulster Orchestra’s fortunes through a 

restructuring of ticket pricing will reveal that the orchestra continued to struggle in 

this respect during its 1968-9 season. To compound what was already a fraught 

situation at this time, overspending meant that ACNI struggled to maintain its 

financial backing of the venture, resulting in the intervention of the NI Parliament.

M!< BBC WAC, NI 15/328/1: A Report on orchestral resources in Great Britain; Some relevant 

observations by Martin Wilson, 28 August 1970.
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V

‘The Council treads a difficult path when it promotes as well as subsidises’: The 

Ulster Orchestra’s financial and administrative difficulties, 1968-9

Throughout the first two years of the Ulster Orchestra’s existence, ACNI had 

continuously struggled to attract sufficient audiences for concerts, and the perceived 

failures of the Council’s management of the orchestra resulted in a persistent stream 

of media criticism. By the end of the 1968-9 season, issues with the management of 

the orchestra had also come into focus, resulting in the resignation of ACNI’s 

Director, Michael Whewell. Exacerbating this situation, over expenditure on the 

orchestra resulted in a significant financial deficit, meaning that the Council was 

forced to request an increase in the financial support it received from the NI 

Parliament. The accumulation of these problems led to ACNI undertaking a re- 

evaluation of its position with regard to orchestral music provision, as it realised that 

the Ulster Orchestra - in its existing form - was not sustainable in the long-term. This 

chapter will analyse the various aspects of these problems, and explain how ACNI 

came to consider an amalgamation of the Ulster Orchestra with the BBC Nl Orchestra 

as the most satisfactory solution.

‘1,000 seats at 7s 6d or less’

The primary focus for the Ulster Orchestra at the beginning of the 1968-9 season was 

to improve its marketing strategy, in the hope of gaining better audience support. This 

resulted in a restructuring of ticket prices, so that ACNI were able to advertise ‘1,000 

seats at 7s 6d or less’.1 An orchestra spokesman told the Belfast Telegraph that ‘we 

hope this will enable those who felt prices were too high to come to more of the 

concerts’.”

Ulster Orchestra concert brochure, 1968-9 season, p. 5. 

2 Belfast Telegraph, I August 1968.
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Table 4: Comparison of Ulster Orchestra ticket prices, 1966-9''

Season Price Range

1966-7 15/- 12/6 10/- 7/6 5/-

1967-8 15/- 12/6 10/6 7/6 5/- 4/-

1968-9 15/- 10/- 7/6 5/-

As Table 4 demonstrates, 12s 6d tickets were completely done away with, and while 

there were still some seats priced at 15/-, the majority of tickets cost either 10/- or 

7/6d.1 The publication of this season brochure coincided with Leslie McCarrison 

assuming the role of music critic at the Belfast Telegraph? and in his first article as 

Rathcol he noted that ‘with such a reasonable price structure in operation one hopes 

that there will be a large volume of support from both former and potential patrons’.3 4 5 6 

The average price of going to the cinema in 1968 was 4/10'A,7 approximately the 

same as the cheapest ticket for Ulster Orchestra concerts, so it was reasonable for 

ACNI to expect that patrons would not be not put off by their pricing structure.

As well as having reviewed ticket prices, ACNI also adopted two different 

strands in the Ulster Orchestra’s 1968-9 concert series: Thursday evenings and Friday 

evenings, with eight concerts in each, featuring different programmes. The scheduling 

of concerts on Thursday evenings was another innovation by ACNI in an attempt at

3 PRONI, AC/5/3/7: Ulster Orchestra Concert Prices, 1966-74. There were full series packages offered 

for each of these seasons, but since there were a different number of concerts each year I have not 

included a comparison of these packages, so as not to complicate the matter. 50% concessions were 

offered to students and young people from 1967-8 onwards, but this discount did not apply to OAPs 

until 1973-4.

4 Ulster Orchestra concert brochure, 1968-9 season, p. 21.

5 See Personalia below.

" Belfast Telegraph, 19 August 1968.

‘Cinema average ticket price’ in Chronomedia

<http://www.terramedia.co.uk/reference/statistics/cinema/cinema_ticket_prices_2.htm> (Accessed 16 

April 2014).
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drawing in new audiences, though there was certainly an element of risk in this ploy, 

as Friday evenings had been the established concert night for quite some time. 

Rathcol questioned the wisdom of this scheduling, commenting that:

It will be of the utmost interest to see how concert-goers react to this 

arrangement, since Friday night has become almost sacrosanct as far as 

concerts are concerned and the night on which promoters can usually 

count on a regular volume of support^

Friday night concerts were a staple of musical life in Belfast dating back to the early 

days of the BPS, established in 1874,y so this scheduling was certainly unfamiliar for 

audiences. This experiment did not pay off for ACNI however; the Thursday concerts 

were not well attended and in the following 1969-70 season they were abandoned.

Although attempts such as those stated were intended to reinvigorate the 

Ulster Orchestra’s fortunes, the 1968-9 season followed the familiar pattern of 

promising performances coupled with poor attendances and speculation concerning 

the future of the orchestra. In his preview of the season, Rathcol gave a reminder of 

the orchestra’s difficult position:

Although the previous season had its artistic successes, the size of the 

audience on the whole must have given cause for concern to the 

orchestra's management and the Arts Council, as indeed it has done to 

those who have the future of music in general, and orchestral music in 

particular, in the province at heart.

Box-office considerations apart, one must not under-estimate the effect 

of a half-filled hall on conductors and players. How can artists be 

expected to give their best under conditions like these?

What are the causes of this unfortunate state of affairs? The excuse put 

forward is that the size of the Ulster Orchestra at present limits the scope 

of the programmes.

Some have said that they are frankly tired of a diet based mainly on 

Beethoven and Mozart, and long for something on a bigger scale, with

s Bel fast Telegraph, 19 August 1968.

’ Ruthven, Belfast Philharmonic Society, p. 6.
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Tchaikovsky as the most frequently cited composer who would be 

welcome.

It would appear then, that some sort of occasional liaison with the local 

BBC orchestra might well prove a fruitful field of exploration.10

The observation made by the music critic concerning liaison with the BBC NI 

Orchestra proved to be pertinent; as will be examined in the next chapter, it was 

around this time that ACNI and the BBC initiated discussions relating to a proposed 

merger of their respective orchestras.

Meanwhile, for the opening concert of the season, Sergiu Comissiona’s 

conducting once again drew typically impressive playing from the orchestra. The 

imaginative programme consisted of Britten’s choral overture The Building of the 

House, Chopin’s Andante Spianato and Grand Polonaise with pianist Peter Katin, 

Walter Goehr’s orchestration of Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition and 

Beethoven’s Fantasy in C minor for Piano, Orchestra and Chorus Rathcol’s 
complimentary review of the concert noted that:

The Ulster Hall is not the most intimate of concert halls, yet at last 

night’s concert one could feel that rapport between audience and 

performers had been established to an extent not often experienced in this 

auditorium recently.

Undoubtedly, the reason was the presence of the orchestra’s new chief 

conductor, Sergiu Comissiona, who has a natural flair for communicating 

his own infectious enthusiasm to players and listeners alike.

Mr Comissiona can scarcely fail to have been moved by the 

extraordinary warmth of the prolonged ovation at the conclusion of the 

concert. We shall await the next concert with impatience.* 11

Despite the observation of this 'rapport' between audience and performers, and the 

considerable ‘warmth’ of the ovation enjoyed by Comissiona, ACNl’s records show 

that the Ulster Hall was still less than half full for this concert, an audience of 518

" Belfast Telegraph, 26 August 1968.

11 Belfast Telegraph, 30 August 1968.



amounting to just 34% of the venue’s capacity.12 The next concert in the season, a 

programme comprising Rossini’s L'italiana in Algeri overture, Vaughan-Williams’s 

The Lark Ascending, Schumann’s Piano Concerto in A minor (soloist David Wilde) 

and Beethoven’s Symphony No. 7, conducted by Edgar Cosma, drew a slightly bigger 

audience - 686 - although this was still below 50% capacity for the Ulster Hall.1' The 

scheduling of these concerts on Thursday evenings can perhaps explain these poor 

attendances, confirmation that Rathcol’s scepticism in concerts taking place on this 

night was well founded. The next concert in the 1968-9 season - scheduled on the 

traditional Friday evening slot - was one of the notable concerts of the Ulster 

Orchestra’s early years, with the acclaimed cellist Jacqueline du Pre’s performance of 

Schumann’s Cello Concerto alongside Mozart’s overture to Cosi fan tutte, Ives’s 

Symphony No. 3 and Beethoven’s Symphony No. 2. At just twenty-three, du Pre had 

already established herself as one of the foremost cellists of the day, and in the Belfast 

Telegraph it was observed that people came from as far afield as Dublin for this 

‘auspicious occasion’.14 There was a near capacity attendance recorded for this 

concert," and du Pre gave a performance ‘long to be remembered’, Rathcol having 

also remarked that T doubt if I shall ever hear so poetic and sensitive account of this 

music’.1(1 The popular support afforded to the orchestra for this concert was, however, 

exceptional in the context of the 1968-9 season, as the average attendance for this 

season was just 572.1 The du Pre concert serves as an indication that there was 

indeed untapped potential for cultivating an audience if the right combination of 

programme, conductor and soloist was presented, something ACNI evidently was not 

doing on a regular enough basis.

Newspaper comment continued to bemoan obstacles facing the orchestra; 

clashes with other musical events in Belfast being one such example. In mid-October

12 PRON1, AC/5/3/7: Ulster Orchestra, Audience Attendances 1966-73.

13 Ibid.

4 Belfast Telegraph, 29 September 1968.

' PRON1, AC/5/3/7: Ulster Orchestra, Audience Attendances 1966-73. An attendance of 1,423 was 

recorded, 93% of the hall’s capacity.

16 Ibid.

17 See Table 3 (p. 126) above.
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1968 the Ulster Orchestra’s Friday evening concert occurred at the same time as a 

recital by the local organist Desmond Hunter, recipient of the Premier Prix that year at 

the Royal Flemish Conservatoire.Is This competition for public support was a ‘an 

impossible situation that never should have arisen’ according to Rathcol, and 

prompted the critic to comment generally on the attitudes of concert audiences in the 

city:

Perhaps the most noticeable feature of concert going in Belfast was and 

is the tendency for music lovers to concentrate on one particular aspect of 

the art. The choralist, for example, is seldom seen at a piano recital and 

the piano “specialists” of whom there seem to be quite a few, will pack a 

hall to hear a popular sonata or concerto, but will rarely be found at a 

Philhannonic concert when this is devoted purely to choral works.

The singing fraternity, which is now of quite formidable proportions, are 

in a class by themselves, and only concerts which feature solo vocalists 

can count on their support with any degree of certainty. There are, 

naturally, exceptions, but I have arrived at the foregoing conclusions 

after many years of concert going.14

These observations demonstrate how audiences in Northern Ireland were divided in 

terms of the type of music they were willing to support, with many interested only in 

one specialist genre. Having to compete for audiences with other arts organisations 

did little to help the Ulster Orchestra’s ailing fortunes at this time, and while 

Rathcol’s comments on the selective attitudes of audiences tend to generalise the 

situation, as has been noted previously, the du Pre concert indicates that the number 

of people willing to support a musical event in Belfast was larger than the regular 

Ulster Orchestra concert could expect to attract. BPS concerts were another case in 

point, as attendances at these over the period were, generally speaking, larger than at a 

purely orchestral concert. It was not uncommon for the BPS’s Messiah, performed on 

three consecutive nights in December each year, to sell out, such was the appetite for 

this oratorio during the Christmas period.

IS Belfast Telegraph, 14 October 1968. 

19 Ibid.
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Table 5: Average attendance at BPS Messiah performances 1966-72 211

Season
No. of Messiah

Performances
Average attendance

1966-7 3 1,298

1967-8 3 1,260

1968-9 3 1,247

1969-70 3 1,234

1970-1 3 1,218

1971-2 3 529

1972-3 2 761

The onset of the Troubles in the 1970s can account for the decline in audiences in the 

latter years cited, but aside from this, the high levels of attendance at these 

performances were remarkably consistent, as is demonstrated in Table 5. The failure 

of the Ulster Orchestra to tap into this potential audience further indicates the 

fragmented nature of audiences in Northern Ireland at this time, a problem that was 

exacerbated by the region’s small population.-1

The Ulster Orchestra’s 1968-9 season continued largely as it had begun, with 

comments in the press decrying the mediocre audiences, while applauding the 

standard of performance (particularly those concerts conducted by Comissiona). ’Last 

night’s concert by the Belfast Philharmonic Society, the first to be conducted by 

Sergiu Comissiona, was a most impressive occasion that should have attracted a much 

larger audience’ was a comment typical of Rathcol’s weekly column at this time.

"" PRONI. AC/5/3/7: Ulster Orchestra Audience Attendances 1966-73.

-i See Historical Context section for Northern Ireland’s population statistics during the period covered 

in this thesis.

"" Belfast Telegraph, 26 October 1968.
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while another review noted that ‘the very high standard which the Ulster Orchestra 

has achieved so consistently in recent months, was fully maintained last night when 

Constantin Silvestri conducted a most attractive programme’.2' Similar sentiments 

were expressed in the Belfast Newsletter at this time also; in a review of the Ulster 

Orchestra’s concert on 10 April 1969 featuring Elgar’s Introduction and Allegro for 

Strings, Mozart’s Violin Concerto No. 4, Stravinsky’s Danses Concertantes and 

Beethoven’s Symphony No. 4, the music critic Noel Connell wrote:

Last week’s concert by the Ulster Orchestra was notable for the 

appearance of two guest artists of the front rank, the conductor John 

Pritchard and violinist Gyorgy Pauk. Both amply confirmed their 

reputation and the whole concert was highly satisfactory in every aspect 

but one. The disappointment was the now sadly familiar one of an 

audience miserably inadequate (in the numerical sense), to do justice to 

the excellence of the music and the high standard of its performance.'4

The attendance recorded was just 350, meaning the Ulster Hall was less than a quarter 

full for this concert.2^

At this time, James Parr - then ACNl’s Deputy Director - had been seconded 

to a position in charge of ‘advance orchestral planning’ for the Ulster Orchestra,26 

another example of ACNI seeking to improve the orchestra's fortunes any way that 

was within its means. In an interview with the Irish Times, Parr commented on the 

difficulty in trying to programme the right music at an appropriate time, clearly 

something the orchestra had not mastered:

Programme planning, said Mr Parr, was a tricky, almost impossible task.

There was not merely the difficulty of deciding the psychologically right 

moment for a popular or unfamiliar programme, but also the difficulty of 

finding the right soloist for any particular work ...

'3 Belfast Telegraph, 11 October 1968.

4 Belfast Newsletter, 14 April 1969.

' PRON1, AC/5/3/7: Ulster Orchestra, Audience Attendances 1966-73. 

J' ACNI Annual Report 1967-8, p. 21.
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In any case, said Mr Parr, what mattered even more than the size of the 

audience was its quality ... some of the best audiences in recent months 

had not been particularly large.

They knew pretty well by now what type of audience they would meet in 

each place, said Mr Parr. “Enniskillen is our best place, both for size and 

quality. There is a tremendous appreciation of music there and I would 

suppose that this derives from the Trimble family. Coleraine is coming 

along wonderfully too and we can rely on reasonable response in 

Ballymoney, Ballymena and Armagh”...

“Certainly, we are very far from being displeased with our general 

success.”27

The success of Enniskillen concerts referred to by Parr may have been due to the 

Trimble family. The wife of the editor of Fermanagh’s Impartial Reporter, Mrs W.E. 

Trimble, was a founding member of CEMA’s Music Panel in 1943, and their two 

daughters Joan and Valerie Trimble were renowned for their composing and piano 

playing throughout Ireland. This link with the local newspaper surely would have 

aided concert promotion in the area. As a result, Enniskillen was in contrast with 

other regional towns that did not have personalities such as the Trimbles providing an 

impetus for marketing concerts. The encouraging level of interest for concerts in 

Enniskillen and the growing appetite displayed by audiences in the other towns 

named must have reassured ACNI of its orchestral policy, but as we have seen, 

concert attendance across the region was simply not at an acceptable level, and it is 

difficult to believe the sincerity of Pam’s declaration that ‘we are very far from being 

displeased at our general success’.

In contrast to Parr’s claim that ACNI were not concerned about the orchestra’s 

position, the continued box office failure prompted debate in newspaper columns as to 

what the orchestra’s role should be, which served only to undermine ACNI’s positive 

stance. Once again, the repertoire featured as the primary focus of the debate. The 

accusation this time was not the absence of large-scale romantic repertoire from the 

orchestra, but that it could appeal to a wider demographic by perfonning more 

‘popular classics’, sometimes referred to as Tight music’. Referring to the New

Irish Times, 5 Febmary 1969.
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Year’s Eve Viennese Party with the Ulster Orchestra, featuring Strauss Polkas 

alongside some ‘light-weight but likeable’ Mozart and Beethoven,2s this issue was 

addressed by Rathcol. In an article titled ‘Who likes lollipops?’, the ‘surprisingly 

large audience that turned up’ at this Viennese concert was attributed to the 

undemanding nature of the repertoire, although it was acknowledged that this ‘cafe 

music’ did not appeal to everybody either:

Many shades of opinion have to be considered and reconciled but there 

would appear to be room for the two aspects of orchestral music [referred 

to].29

The point that different types of repertoire should be offered in order to attract a wider 

audience rings true, and indeed New Year Viennese concerts have been a staple of the 

orchestra’s calendar ever since, but the Ulster Orchestra was established in order to 

foster musical appreciation in Northern Ireland, an ensemble ‘capable of an extensive 

repertoire’ that would fulfil an educational role as well as providing enjoyment for 

audiences. 0 The issue for ACNI was to attempt to establish the orchestra in a way 

that satisfied these purposes, without the orchestra proving to be too heavy a burden 

on the Council’s resources, a balance which it had hitherto failed to achieve.

Financial and administrative difficulties

Having established the Ulster Orchestra in 1966, ACNTs responsibilities also 

extended in other areas by the end of the 1960s; ambitious projects included the 

acquisition in 1965 of the Troxy Theatre in north Belfast, while 1968 saw the 

completion of the Lyric Theatre on Ridgeway Street, the opening of a new Art 

Gallery on Bedford Street, and the opening of the Queen’s Film Theatre. This 

expansion in the Council’s activities can be measured by the increase in government 

subsidy received: £50,500 in 1964-5 compared to £240,000 in 1970-1.’* 1 Coupled with 

a growth in its activities was an extra administrative burden for ACNI, something that

28 Belfast Telegraph, 1 January 1969.

'1 Belfast Telegraph, 6 May 1969.

"ACM! Annual Report, 1965-6. p. 13.

1 ACNI Annual Report, 1969-70, p. 10.
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it was not always able to manage appropriately. As has been noted, members of the 

Council’s staff had made public assertions about being ‘very far from being 

displeased at our general success’ in relation to the Ulster Orchestra, though in private 

ACNI was considering its position. This stance dated back to early 1968, when the 

Council’s Standing Committee were informed that the cost of the orchestra for the 

1967-8 season was likely to stand at £92,000, against the budgeted £70,000.3~ The 

Committee discussed some issues with the orchestra, namely the disappointing level 

of bookings, attributed to ‘an increased frequency of concerts’, as well as the fact that 

‘the orchestra's public relations were still not satisfactory, and on occasions their 

mechanical ticket and booking arrangements had been defective’.’3 At the following 

Board meeting it was felt that a review of staffing arrangements was needed to take 

place in order to ‘strengthen the Council’s position, or provide it with a means to 

achieve a correction of the present position’.'4 The Board decided that ‘an approach 

would be made to the O & M department asking them to undertake as a matter of 

urgency a survey of the Council’s administration’." The O & M (Organisation and 

Methods) department was a branch of the Ministry of Finance, and it was hoped that 

it would provide recommendations as to how the Council could become more 

efficient.

This request seems to have stemmed from a desire within ACNI to relieve 

itself of administering the Ulster Orchestra, something that had been a longstanding 

ambition of the Council. In its 1965-6 Annual Report, ACNI had expressed that it was 

‘desirable for every Arts body in the province ultimately to have its independence’,36 

while the following year’s Annual Report expressed the intention of ‘a deliberate 

long-term policy aimed at the eventual independence of the professional institutions 

created by the Council, both administratively and to some extent financially’.’7 

Although the Ulster Orchestra had been in the direct control of ACNI since its

ACNI Standing Committee Minutes, 15 Febmary 1968.

33 Ibid.

j4 ACNI Board Minutes, 29 February 1968.

° Ibid.

j6 ACNI Annual Report, 1965-6, p. 8.

ACNI Annual Report, 1966-7, p. 6.
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formation, this was regarded as a temporary state of affairs, until the orchestra 

established itself as an independent body. The path proposed by ACNI was as 

follows:

Administrative independence will be possible as soon as the 

professionals concerned have established a tradition of work that is 

generally recognised and understood by its patrons. Financial 

independence will be greatly hastened - in the case of the Ulster 

Orchestra for instance - when enough independent organisations are 

equipped with the necessary knowledge, skill, and stability to command 

faithful public support as regular hirers of the orchestra.

In requesting the O & M Department to conduct a survey of its organisation, 

ACNI hoped to gain assistance in achieving this goal. The Ministry of Finance took 

over a year to conduct its survey and, as will be seen later, the report ultimately 

recommended that the Ulster Orchestra be administered separately from ACNI. This 

was something Froud had advocated when he was Orchestra Manager, that it was 

preferable to have an orchestra directly funded by ACNI, but which was run 

independently ‘in order to establish a system which is normal for the running of a 

symphony orchestra’.39 This idea of a ‘Committee of Management' was elaborated 

upon in the report he submitted on his resignation:

Such a committee would be composed of experts in various fields which 

are pertinent to the business of an orchestra and the general public would 

not be under the impression, as they are at the moment, that the policy of 

the orchestra is the result of the decisions of one man exercising 

autocratic authority.

If the Manager of the orchestra has the authority to administer the funds 

provided by the Council at his discretion, the Council would be protected 

from the attacks which have been repeatedly levelled at it over the past 

two years by ill-informed members of the Press etc. and would be seen to 

be operating in the spirit of the words which Lord Goodman [Chairman

38 Ibid.

9 PRONl, AC/12/34: Ulster Orchestra: Report by the retiring manager, 27 August 1968.
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of ACGB, 1965-72] used in his address to the last Annual General 

Meeting of the Council: “It is not the duty of the Arts Council to 

promote, but rather to make subsidy available to those artistic enterprises 

which, by their very nature, must sustain heavy loss. The Council should 

be content to satisfy itself that the artistic standards achieved are
40sufficient to justify such subsidy”.

As well as engaging the O & M to review its staffing structure, in 1968 ACNI 

established an Ulster Orchestra Sub-Committee to oversee the orchestra’s 

management and activities, but this did not give the Manager the financial autonomy 

for which Proud was calling. Instead of relinquishing control of the orchestra, the 

establishment of this sub-committee merely delegated these duties to a different body 

within the Council.

On Proud's departure, James Allaway, who had been the orchestra’s Deputy 

Manager, took over the post of Orchestra Manager on a temporary basis until 

Malcolm Ruthven was appointed to the post in 1970, and indeed this proved to be a 

turbulent time for the staffing at ACNI. Following Proud’s resignation, in early 1969 

James Parr left the organisation (though the reasons for this are unclear) and in May 

of that year this was followed by Whewell tendering his resignation. Bad mannered 

departures were not a new thing for ACNI, but the 1968-9 season seems to have 

been a period of particular disillusionment within the organisation. The complaints 

made by Whewell in his resignation letter are strikingly similar to those given by 

Proud a year previously, the primary disagreement concerning the administration of 

the orchestra. In the week prior to his resignation, Whewell gave an interview to the 

Belfast Telegraph in which he intimated that the Ulster Orchestra was receiving

41 Following Whewell’s resignation in 1969, the theme of bad-tempered departures from ACNI was 

highlighted by Betty Lowry (a former CEMA employee) in a Belfast Telegraph comment feature. 

Lowry relayed the account of how the Ulster playwright Jack Loudan, who was appointed CEMA’s 

organiser in 1943, became known as ‘Mr CEMA’ through the Council’s work. ‘It was as much as 

surprise to him as to the general public when, in 1956, an advertisement appeared for someone to take 

over his job. He was given a year’s notice in a long letter that explained nothing. Now in London, he 

still doesn’t know why he was dismissed’ [Belfast Telegraph, 12 May 1969]. Lowry left her post as 

Deputy Organiser at CEMA in protest at this along with her colleague Desmond Haldane.
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ACNI funding at the expense of other arts organisations. There is no evidence to 

suggest that the disclosures made in this interview had a direct effect on Whewell’s 

departure, though some of the comments he made did not attempt to hide the extent of 

ACNI’s financial difficulties:

Q: Is it simply a case of not enough money to go round? How serious are 

the financial problems?

A: Pretty serious. Four years ago our permanent commitments amounted 

to about £20,000 a year - little more than the cost of our staff and a 

contract to put some live theatre in the Grove. After that, we could 

choose arbitrarily how to spend the remaining £46,000. Now we’ve 

commitments amounting to £170,000 and only £20,000 a year for other 

things.

Q: Does this indicate, as some people suggest, that the Ulster Orchestra is 

getting an unfair share, to the exclusion of other departments of the arts?

A: Yes, in the present squeeze.42

It can be imagined that the frank nature of these comments could have displeased 

some members of ACNI Board, though Whewell was by no means suggesting that the 

Ulster Orchestra should be abolished:

Q: Will there always be a place for a permanent Ulster Orchestra in the 

future scheme of things?

A: Oh heavens yes. A professional orchestra is a priceless asset and 

we’re lucky to have been able to start. What on earth would the opera and 

the Philharmonic do without it? We’ve got to look after it now we’ve got 

it.43

In this interview, Whewell stated his belief that there was a future for the Ulster 

Orchestra, though he did not reveal in what capacity this would be. At this point, 

ACNI had just received the O & M Report from the Ministry of Finance, which 

recommended that ACNI take steps to administer the Ulster Orchestra separately.

4~ Belfast Telegraph, 29 April 1969.

43 Ibid
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though the Council had not yet ratified the report. Whewell was firmly in support of 

this suggested outcome, and at a Board meeting prior to giving his Belfast Telegraph 

interview, he had asked permission to ‘issue a statement of intent about the future of 

the Ulster Orchestra’.44 His request was, however, refused, the Board deciding that

no statement could be made about the independence of the orchestra until 

the Board had considered the recommendations contained in the O & M 

report.4^

When the ACNI Board did convene to consider the report issued to them by 

the Ministry of Finance, they accepted the recommendation that the Ulster Orchestra 

should be made independent in principle, though there was some difference of 

opinion as to how this should be done. Conflict arose over the proposed timing of this 

departure, whether an immediate break should be made, allowing the orchestra to 

decide its own future, or if the Council should explore alternative ways in which the 

orchestra could administer itself. Ultimately, the Board agreed that an approach 

should be made to the BBC, in order to assess the implications of a merger between 

the Ulster Orchestra and BBC NI Orchestra, ‘with a view to ascertaining whether or 

not the BBC might be receptive to such a proposal’.46 Whereas Whewell believed that 

ACNI should offload the orchestra straight away, the ACNI Board wanted to explore 

the possibility of an orchestral amalgamation with the BBC, in the hope that this 

would lead to an Ulster Orchestra independent of the Council. This dispute seems to 

have been the last straw for Whewell, and in his resignation letter - addressed to Peter 

Montgomery - the outgoing Director outlined his reasons for leaving his post. 

Utilising some emotive language, Whewell did not attempt to disguise his feeling of 

unease at the course of action ACNI decided to take with regard to the Ulster 

Orchestra:

I am grieved at the decision taken at Tuesday’s Board meeting to retain 

the Ulster Orchestra within the Council’s administration for a further 

period of time. As the Board are aware I have been urging strongly that 

the orchestra should be given independent status, in accordance with

')4 PRONI, AC/1/1/4: ACNI Board Minutes, 15 April 1969.

',5 Ibid.

46 PRONI. AC/1/1/4: ACNI Board Minutes, 6 May 1969.
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policy expressed in successive Annual Reports; and that this 

independence should for the good of the cause be effected as soon as 

possible. This step is now long overdue if only to release your Director 

for greater attention to theatre, among other matters; and there would be 

reason enough in that the orchestra should in future be seen to be 

competing fairly with other bodies and other art-forms for public money.

The Council treads a difficult path when it promotes as well as 

subsidises, and I have always taken the view that this form of direct 

activity should be phased out.4

As his resignation, and the strength of conviction displayed in this letter reveal, 

Whewell clearly felt very strongly on this issue. Although he did not have much 

support within ACNI, Whewell did receive some sympathy from the Editor of the 

Belfast Telegraph following his resignation. The leader article in the newspaper 

noted:

The resignation of the Director of the Arts Council and the events leading 

up to it are matters of grave concern to all those interested in the future of 

the arts in Northern Ireland. Just when it seemed as if the province was 

losing its reputation as a “cultural desert”, policy and personality 

disagreements at the top have queered the pitch.

Mr Whewell resigned over the Board’s decision not to agree to cut loose 

the Ulster Orchestra from the Council, and he makes out a fair case. The 

orchestra has been slow to win popular support, and successive annual 

reports show that the escalating costs are gradually bleeding the 

Council’s other activities to death.

This may be due to bad luck or bad management - a small orchestra has a 

limited repertoire, and it would have been impossible to forecast three 

years ago the extent of the current squeeze - but some big decisions must

4 PRONI, AC/12/27: Letter from Whewell to Peter Montgomery, 7 May 1969. The letter continued: 

'The decision to continue at the present time is 1 believe made on insufficiently firm grounds and it 

would be wrong of me to continue as the Council’s Director when I differ from the Board on so 

important a point of principle. 1 have given this much thought and 1 believe my resignation to be the 

best course of action’.
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be made soon if the Council is to be allowed to fulfil its proper role. Mr 

Whewell would argue that the break must be immediate, while the 

council want to phase the process, to allow a struggling orchestra time to 

stand on its own feet.

The work of promoting the arts in Ulster goes on, and it will be up to the 

new director, when appointed, to restore confidence in the Council’s 

ability to carry out its commitments. This will entail better lines of 

communication between the Council and the amateur bodies it supports, 

and more realistic budgeting for the future.

The budgeting is the most important item, and it is difficult to see how 

the Council can carry out the tasks it has been set without a substantial 

increase in Government subsidy.4*'

Whewelfs tenure as ACNI Director was a difficult time for both the Council and the 

Ulster Orchestra, often resulting in the Council, and Whewell in particular, facing 

criticism from the press and public. The increased level of responsibility allocated to 

the Director during Whewelfs tenure would have been a challenge for any candidate, 

and the increasing tension within the Council perhaps meant that his resignation was 

inevitable. There is no denying that Whewell failed to become a popular figure during 

his time in Northern Ireland, the lack of support he received from the ACNI Board is 

an indication of this. Sayers’s previously cited comment about Whewell being 'not be 

so good in public’ reflects this lack of warmth towards him, and was perhaps a factor 

in his downfall.44 It may have simply been the case that he was unsuited to the post, as 

he had no experience of working in Northern Ireland prior to his arrival in 1966. Bom 

in Blackburn, Whewelfs background - educated at Rugby, then Oxford, wartime 

service in the Queen’s Royal regiment before a career as a professional bassoonist 

with the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra and as a producer with the BBC in 

London^0 - has been described by Ian Hill as 'not at all untypical’ for an appointment

^ Belfast Telegraph, 9 May 1969.

44 PRON1. AC/12/4: Letter from Sayers to Montgomery, 13 December 1967. 

ACNI Annual Report 1965-6, p. 18.
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to such a position. 51 Hill comments that ‘the choice symbolised the colonial 

provincialism which staffed many Ulster institutions of the era with imported, and 

often unsuitable, English adventurers’, something that certainly reflects ACNI’s 

unhappy experience during the late 1960s.

Stormont intervention

Although it was Whewell’s firm conviction that ACNI should offload the Ulster 

Orchestra at the earliest possible opportunity, it was not clear what sort of path he 

envisaged for the orchestra. It is possible that one option was a reduction in the 

number of players in the orchestra, so as to make it economically viable within the 

allocated budget. The ACNI Board had discussed this issue in January 1969, and the 

question of whether the size of the orchestra should be reduced in response to public 

demand was asked." It was recorded that ‘the majority of members were averse to 

any reduction, even if this might be the only way in which economies could be 

effected’/4 A smaller orchestra would not have solved the problem of providing the 

romantic repertoire craved by audiences, so ACNI instead opted to attempt to 

amalgamate the Ulster and BBC NI Orchestras. Such a merger would have required 

extensive negotiations (indeed, they proved to be extremely protracted), and when 

these were taking place - as was suggested in the Belfast Telegraph editorial - the 

Council needed an increase in government subsidy.

In correlation with ACNI’s previous estimates, for the 1967-8 financial year, 

ACNI was awarded a government grant of £70,000 to administer the Ulster Orchestra, 

though the cost of running the orchestra exceeded this figure by £26,000.55 Not 

surprisingly, this deficit attracted newspaper headlines, and the Belfast Telegraph 

published an article titled ‘Orchestra “plays” Arts Council into the Red’ which

51 Hill, ‘Arts Administration’, in Stepping Stones, p. 218.

52 Ibid.

“ ACNI Board Minutes, 14 January 1969.

54 Ibid.

’’Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 73: ‘Support of Music and the Arts’, 

12 June 1969, p. 1568.
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highlighted the overspend in the orchestra’s budget.56 The Ministry of Finance 

appears to have been understanding of the orchestra’s difficulties, and this was 

reflected in the financial support offered: in the Parliament’s 1968-9 budget estimates 

£7,000 was provided to offset this deficit, and this was followed by a special grant of 

£19,000 in 1969-70 to clear the debt incurred by the orchestra completely.^* 7 When 

this proposal was put forward to the NI Parliament the Minister for Finance, Herbert 

Kirk, noted that this grant had a twofold purpose:

First, it is to ensure that other deserving activities do not suffer reduction 

in the financial support extended to them simply because more money is 

needed to clear the orchestra indebtedness; second, it is, as it were, to buy 

time, time to allow the council to make a fresh appraisal of the situation 

insofar as the Ulster Orchestra is concerned and chart a new course for it 

designed better to secure its existence.

It is disappointing that despite the commendably high standards of 

performance which have been a feature of concerts by the Ulster 

Orchestra, all too often support has been lacking and without the 

encouragement of appreciative audiences it is difficult to know how long 

the morale and enthusiasm of its members can be maintained, however 

good the plan for its future operations or its management may be. In 

providing financial support I have indicated that my Ministry has 

recognised the very real contribution that an orchestra can make to the 

Northern Ireland cultural scene.',s

Kirk had made clear therefore that he was in support of the work undertaken by the 

Ulster Orchestra, however, this special grant was awarded on the condition that ACN1 

reviewed its position in regards to orchestral music. While there may have been some 

sympathy at Stormont for the orchestra’s plight therefore, it could not be expected to 

underwrite large deficits on an annual basis. In the wake of the Ministry’s O & M

"Belfast Telegraph, 18 April 1969.

7 Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 73: ‘Support of Music and the Arts’, 

12 June 1969, p. 1568.

x Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 73: ‘Support of Music and the Arts’, 

12 June 1969. pp. 1568-9.
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report to ACNI, this bailout was granted on the condition that the Council 

reconsidered its administration of the orchestra. Kirk reported to the chamber that the 

report had been considered by ACNI:

1 am now in a position to inform hon. Members that among those 

recommendations is one to the effect that the orchestra should be 

administered separately from the Arts Council and 1 understand that the 

council intends to take early action in that regard, to strengthen the 

management of the orchestra and to reassess its operational role. Other 

recommendations include proposals for improved efficiency in the field 

of general administration and the need to take a fresh look at the 

constitution of the Arts Council itself, and I am pleased to be in a 

position to tell the Committee that the report is receiving the fullest and 

most urgent consideration by the Council.59

The motion to grant ACNI this money was passed by the Parliament, however 

- somewhat predictably - there was one dissenting voice against the motion. The 

Unionist MP Joseph Bums questioned the need for classical music subsidy, 

expressing his own musical preferences in the process:

1 want to make it quite clear that as far as music and the arts are 

concerned I am a Philistine and therefore 1 am not very interested, but it 

seems to me that, if people are really interested in music, orchestras and 

this type of thing, they would go along to the concert and pay at the door.

Thus it would be possible for this organisation to balance its budget ...

These are the type of things that people just do not attend, unless of 

course somebody sends them complimentary tickets. I doubt if they 

would attend even then. People just do not pay to go into this type of 

performance. 1 have often wondered what is the idea behind this matter.

As 1 have said, I am a Philistine as far as it is concerned. 1 appreciate 

tunes like The Sash My Father Wore and that type; 1 rather like the lilt of 

it. But whenever it comes to this other type of thing it is rather amazing.

Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 73: ‘Support of Music and the Arts’, 

12 June 1969, p. 1569.
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I remember once upon a time somebody inveigled me into going to one 

of these high-class concerts. The ticket cost me the price of a good pair of 

trousers, but that is neither here nor there. A fellow came out and sang 

Italian arias and what really amazed me was that so many people were 

clapping him back and back ... I can assure hon. Members that 1 did not 

go to a concert like it for a long time/’11

By not recognising the need for arts subsidy and expressing the belief that the Ulster 

Orchestra patrons should pay market prices for tickets. Burns revealed his ignorance 

of cultural economics in this instance. Aside from this misunderstanding, these 

comments also negated the impact of the orchestra’s educational work in Northern 

Ireland and the value derived from this. However, Bums’s views expressed here seem 

to represent a minority voice within the Ulster Unionist Party at this time. As has been 

referred to previously, the Ulster Orchestra came into being thanks to the policies of 

O’Neill’s government,'’1 and the support highlighted here indicates continuing 

commitment to this aspect of ACNl’s work. Kirk’s repost reminded his colleague that 

the music used to accompany Orange marches was not to everybody’s taste (in 

reference to the catholic community) and that the orchestra represented both sides of 

the religious divide:

[Mr Bums] started by giving us the views on the Arts Council, and the 

Ulster Orchestra in particular, saying that he was a Philistine as far as 

that was concerned. An odd thing is that the same hon. Member walks at 

least once a year, and 1 think a lot more often, behind bands playing 

music for three or four hours without stopping.

1 am sure that he enjoys that sort of music; in fact he says he does. There 

are other sections of the community who enjoy other sorts of music. As 

part of their cultural pursuits the community should support both an 

orchestra, as was agreed by Parliament some years ago, and the arts in 

general. We give them such support, I believe, with the sympathy of the 

community as a whole. We do so in line with what the Parliament of the

,1(, Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 73: ‘Support of Music and the Arts’,

12 June 1969. pp. 1570-1.

hl See pp. 7I-76 above.
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United Kingdom does ... The next time he is walking behind bands my 

hon. Friend should bear in mind that although most people enjoy his sort 

of music they enjoy other sorts of music too.6"

While it had been evident that the Ulster Orchestra was experiencing a 

turbulent time to many observers, this public declaration of ACNI’s overspending 

brought into focus the extent of these troubles. Writing in the Belfast Newsletter, 

Donald Cairns agreed that audiences were smaller in numbers that they ought to have 

been, though he warned that a review of the orchestra’s management structure might 

not provide the ultimate solution:

It is important to remember that morale is important to audiences too. It 

is as difficult to listen well as to play well in an atmosphere of 

disappointment. I cannot have been the only member of the audience at 

last week’s Wellington Hall concert who felt some of this frustration.

Once again the number of empty seats was depressingly large. It was 

impossible not to fear that if the trend continues our Province will not 

have its own full-time, permanent orchestra for many more seasons. We 

may hope that new administrative techniques may do something towards 

retrieving this situation.

But really, the best management in the world, the most imaginative 

planning and the most careful economies can avail nothing if the 

potential clients obdurately stay away.6’

The comments made by Cairns here rather aptly summed up ACNI’s position with 

regards to the Ulster Orchestra in 1969. There was no guarantee that an upheaval of 

management would radically transform the orchestra’s fortunes, though the 

continuation of its existing policy towards the orchestra would surely have led to its 

disbandment. Having endured some initial teething difficulties during its early years, 

this chapter has demonstrated that ACNI’s flagship ensemble continued to struggle to 

attract the audiences necessary to justify the orchestra’s continued existence. The

Government of Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 73: ‘Support of Music and the Arts’, 

12 June 1969, p. 1583-84.

Belfast Newsletter, 18 June 1969.
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decision to pursue a merger with the BBC NI Orchestra in 1969 proved to be a pivotal 

juncture for ACNI’s orchestral policy, as these negotiations - as will be examined 

further in the next chapter - proved to be the key theme in the Council’s management 

of the Ulster Orchestra throughout the 1970s.
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VI

An ‘eminently sensible proposal’: The first attempt to amalgamate the Ulster 

Orchestra and BBC NI Orchestra, 1969-74

Notwithstanding enduring several administrative and financial difficulties during the 

early years of its existence, by 1969 the Ulster Orchestra had gained a reputation for 

regularly producing high standards of performance evident from consistent adulation 

received from critics. The orchestra’s stature was growing in the United Kingdom, 

where it had first performed with the Welsh National Opera in Swansea and Bristol in 

1967, returning in 1969 for a tour of England and Scotland. Tours such as this were to 

become a staple part of the orchestra’s calendar into the early 1970s, while there were 

also performances given in the Republic of Ireland, accomplishing one of ACNI’s 

aspirations for the orchestra, ‘to be the means of spreading much farther abroad the 

fame of the land whose name it bears’.1 2 At the same time, however, the orchestra 

struggled to attract audiences at home, and the sight of empty seats in concert halls 

was in stark contrast to the full houses the CBO had often enjoyed." The problems 

faced by the Ulster Orchestra were often the subject of newspaper and public debate, 

and perhaps the best summary of the situation was given by Edgar Boucher, written in 

1971 as part of his ‘Classical Music’ chapter in Causeway: The Arts in Ulster.

In spite of greatly increased grants from the Ministry of Finance and 

Belfast Corporation - and in spite of valiant efforts by the Management - 

the Ulster Orchestra has always lived beyond its income. This is an 

apparently unavoidable dilemma. A small orchestra cannot play the 

romantic repertoire of the nineteenth century, which large audiences 

seem to want. A big orchestra, which could play this repertoire, costs far

1 Quoted in Belfast Telegraph, 28 September 1966.

2 Many concertgoers retained fond memories of the CBO, and the Ulster Orchestra was often compared 

unfavourably to its predecessor. In a music feature in Fortnight magazine from 1973, Mark Storey (see 

Personalia below) wrote that ‘the Ulster Orchestra is, as an institution, not something that has really 

been able to claim the affections of the Ulster people - the old City of Belfast Orchestra is still spoken 

of with a “those were the days” shake of the head, and not only by people who used to play in it’ 

[Storey, ‘Music’, in Fortnight, 4 October 1973, p. 22],

181



more than can be afforded. There are those who say that in any case a 

population of a million and a half cannot provide audiences for the 

number of concerts a permanent orchestra must give.3

As this book was published by ACNI, it must be noted that it was in the Council’s 

interest to accentuate the problematic nature of orchestral music provision in Northern 

Ireland in order to protect its reputation, though Boucher - who was a member of 

ACNl’s music committee - was an authoritative figure on the subject and his 

assessment of an orchestra living beyond its means was accurate.4 * 6 At this time there 

was the growing realisation within ACNI that mistakes had been made when it 

decided to establish an orchestra of 37 players in 1966, something that Malcolm 

Ruthven - the orchestra’s general manager 1970-2 - concluded when he assessed the 

Ulster Orchestra’s position in 1970:

At the formation of the Ulster Orchestra too little market research was 

done to discover general public tastes. There was clearly no audience for 

chamber music, and there was little concert-going tradition, except within 

a minority of the middle and upper classes. ^

The BBC N1 Orchestra was smaller than its ACNI counterpart with 24 players, 

and the two ensembles had very different roles. The Ulster Orchestra gave public and 

educational concerts, while the BBC NI Orchestra was used almost exclusively for 

studio purposes, seldom performing in public. Speaking about the status of the BBC 

NI Orchestra at this time, Damian Frame recalled that it was ’much more mysterious 

[than the Ulster Orchestra], because they were almost entirely a studio band/1 Where 

you’d have known Chris King and a few others from the Ulster Orchestra, you 

wouldn’t really know the BBC players’. This resulted in the BBC NI Orchestra 

having a much lower profile among the NI public by comparison with the Ulster 

Orchestra and meant that it failed to gain its own following in the region.

' Boucher, ‘Classical Music’, p. 143.

4 Boucher was also BBC NTs Head of Music, so the combination of this job with his advisory role at 

ACNI meant that he became a key figure in Northern Ireland’s music administration at this time.

' PRONI, AC/1/5/1: Report on Ulster Orchestra by Malcolm Ruthven, December 1970.

6 For biographical information on Frame, see Personalia.

Interview with Damian Frame, 30 April 2014.
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As was mentioned in the previous chapter, the Ministry of Finance had 

recommended to ACNI that the Ulster Orchestra be administered separately from the 

Council, and the selected method of achieving this was by pursuing an amalgamation 

with the BBC NI Orchestra. In theory, this would have created a full-time orchestra of 

approximately 60 players, capable of playing the romantic repertoire audiences 

wanted to hear while maintaining the broadcasting and educational roles undertaken 

by each orchestra previously. Although it was agreed that this would be a feasible 

solution to the orchestra’s problems, a series of complex issues had to be discussed 

before any scheme could be implemented concerning cultural provision in Northern 

Ireland.

The level of subsidy required to sustain the Ulster Orchestra put a great strain 

on ACNI’s budget, to the extent that this detracted from other art forms. In 1969, the 

Ulster Orchestra’s annual subsidy was £103,000. In an address given at the Council’s 

AGM in December 1969 ACNI Director Ken Jamison8 questioned whether this figure 

was justified:

The requirement of £103,000 is to be compared with a total arts subsidy 

budget available in Ulster from all sources (including local authorities) 

and for all purposes, of some £181,000. Should this orchestra, which in 

the last twelve months has achieved a uniformly high standard of review 

from local and national critics, continue to exist? What is a reasonable 

level of subsidy?9

This financial burden was the primary reason why ACNI was eager to offload its 

responsibility for administering the Ulster Orchestra, and in an answer to his own 

rhetorical questions, Jamison stated that the orchestra should indeed continue to exist, 

but in the form of a joint ensemble:

The Orchestra is the Council’s single biggest expenditure and its 

economic difficulties are due almost entirely to the circumstances I have 

outlined ... its future is naturally a matter of the utmost concern to the 

Council and the community. In the event, the Council is exploring in

s See Personalia and Appendix 8, fig. 30 below.

1 Jamison, The Arts in a Small Community, 19 December 1969.
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depth with the BBC the eminently sensible proposal that one orchestra of 

some sixty players should serve the broadcasting and public concert 

giving needs of the whole Province.10

Jamison, who was appointed ACNI's Director following Michael Whewell’s 

resignation in May 1969, was - along with Boucher - a figure who strongly supported 

an amalgamation and was ever-present throughout the negotiations. David Greer, 

another individual who played a pivotal role in the merger negotiations throughout the 

1970s, held Jamison in high regard for his skilful direction of ACNI:

A very good man who had to run a very difficult ship. I always got the 

impression that debates were operated on a very dignified level within 

ACNI and that it was acknowledged that music was a very expensive 

business.11

The timing of ACNI’s decision to pursue a merger of the two orchestras 

seemed to be favourable to the BBC also, as at this time the corporation published a 

document titled Broadcasting in the Seventies, which called for a reassessment of the 

corporation’s policy towards regional orchestras. When recollecting the events of the 

period, Greer - who arrived in Northern Ireland in 1972 as Hamilton Harty Professor 

of music at QUB and joined the ACNI Board later that year12 - highlighted this 

publication as the instigating factor in the BBC’s consideration of a merger:

At first the BBC wasn’t prepared to contemplate this until a document 

came out called Broadcasting in the Seventies, which said that there 

should be a reduction in the number of regional orchestras. That 

encouraged further discussions about creating a single orchestra, because 

it didn’t make sense that you had an under-employed Ulster Orchestra, 

who weren’t giving enough concerts - it was cheaper to keep them at 

home actually - and another orchestra that hardly ever emerged from the

11 Interview with David Greer, 18 August 2011.

12 At that time QUB had four representatives on the ACNI Board, and on arriving in Northern Ireland 

Greer automatically took the place of Raymond Wan'en, whom he replaced as Harty Professor. For 

further biographical information, see Personalia below.
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studio. The BBC’s decision to abandon some regional orchestras opened 

the gates.13

Throughout the 1970s the BBC’s policy towards its house orchestras impacted 

heavily not only on the BBC NI Orchestra, but created uncertainty surrounding the 

outcome of the merger negotiations. Inevitably, this also had a detrimental effect on 

the position of the Ulster Orchestra. As will be demonstrated in this chapter, after 

protracted negotiations, the first attempt at creating a merger was unsuccessful due to 

opposition from the players in both orchestras and the MU, something that became a 

recurring theme throughout this decade.

1 nit i a 1 proposals

The possibility of amalgamating the BBC NI Orchestra and the Ulster Orchestra was 

first contemplated early in 1969, following the recommendations made to the ACNI 

Board by the O & M Department of the Ministry of Finance. Boucher, through his 

position on the ACNI Board, was acutely aware of the plight facing the Ulster 

Orchestra and relayed this information to his superiors at the BBC, flagging the 

possibility of an approach from ACNI. In a memo sent to B. Waldo Maguire (BBC NI 

Controller, 1966-72), Boucher also intimated his own preference that this should take 

place:

The Arts Council looks like having a deficit for the coming year. Unless 

they can prise more money out of the Government (who have not been 

ungenerous in their attitude over the past few years), they will have to cut 

back on expenditure originally estimated ...

The main cause of over-spending is the Ulster Orchestra, and the feeling 

in the Council is that little or no saving can be made on that, at this stage, 

short of fundamental reorganisation, since the Council is already 

committed to conductors’ fees, and a certain amount of promotion costs, 

in addition to players’ and staff salaries.

1 ’ Interview with David Greer, 18 August 2011.
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At the moment, the Arts Council is under investigation by the 

Government O & M department, and I don’t expect any decision will be 

taken before their report is made. This is expected very soon.

It is not clear what will happen then. Peter Montgomery and Michael 

Whewell will no doubt approach the Ministry of Finance once again! 

Certainly economies will be recommended, and I think myself that the 

Ulster Orchestra will have to save money somehow.

Some people are saying quietly “could the BBC orchestra not co-operate 

with the Arts Council?” You may like to be reminded of an experiment in 

co-operation between the BBC in Wales and the Welsh committee of the 

Arts Council of G.B. in 1965, when they joined forces in offering 

contracts to some professional Welsh actors and actresses, to work in the 

theatre and on radio and television, guaranteeing a minimum income.

This was a precedent in co-operation between the two public bodies 

which has some relevance to our situation here, and which you may feel 

is worth thinking about. Certainly, if it were feasible, it would make any 

such orchestra vitally relevant to the region.14

It is interesting to note that Boucher was feeding this information to Maguire before 

ACNI had even received the O & M Report, let alone made the decision to pursue a 

merger. This is indicative of the intimate nature of music circles in Northern Ireland at 

this time, it was not uncommon for figures such as Boucher to be involved with two 

separate organisations such as ACNI and the BBC. In this case, his ties were used to 

alert BBC NI to the possibility of an orchestra merger in the hope that the 

organisation was aware of the potential benefits by the time the ensuing negotiations 

had opened up. Following the circulation of the O & M Report to ACNI and the 

subsequent strength of feeling among the members of its Board that some sort of co

operation with the BBC was necessary, Boucher once again alerted Maguire to these 

developments, and intimated that an approach from Peter Montgomery on the subject 

was likely to take place.' ^ Soon after ACNI made the decision to explore the 

possibility of amalgamation with the BBC NI Orchestra in May 1969, Maguire did

14 BBC WAC, NI 15/328/1: Memo from Boucher to B. Waldo Maguire, 5 February 1969.

15 BBC WAC, Nil 5/328/1: Memo from Boucher to Maguire, 29 April 1969.
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indeed receive an official approach from ACNI on this subject. When relaying this 

information to his superior in London (Managing Director Radio, Frank Gillard), 

Maguire noted that:

This approach came as no surprise, since it is common knowledge that 

the Ulster Orchestra has been putting a great strain on the funds of the 

Northern Ireland Arts Council ... I told Captain Montgomery that we 

would be very happy to discuss his proposition.16

While the reasons for ACNI favouring an amalgamation have already been discussed 

in detail, it is also important to consider why the BBC were also in favour of this 

outcome, needing seemingly little persuasion from ACNI to enter into negotiations. 

Having been made a full-time ensemble in 1965, the BBC NI Orchestra provided the 

music for approximately six BBC programmes of 30 minutes in length per week. 

Although it mainly perfonned ‘light’ music (‘short, snazzy 3’00” arrangements 

verging on pop’), it was also capable of providing music for Radio 3 (ballet music, 

overtures and suites) and included a proportion of Irish music (‘both arrangements of 

traditional tunes and original compositions’).* 1 By 1969, however, the BBC reviewed 

its regional orchestral resources, with the aim of reducing expenditure on orchestral 

provision substantially.16 While the network was keen to maintain its Northern Ireland 

orchestra in some capacity, it was estimated that only four months' output from a full

time ensemble was necessary throughout the year.16 Another factor was that the BBC 

NI Orchestra happened to be significantly understrength at this time; when at full 

strength, it was an ensemble of 30 players, however, the vacancies meant that at the 

end of 1969 only 24 musicians were employed. An amalgamation was viewed as an 

opportunity to satisfy the ‘very modest musical needs of the BBC from Northern 

Ireland’, at a much lower cost,20 as well as saving on the recruitment of new players.

16 BBC WAC, Nil5/328/1: Maguire to Gillard. 22 May 1969.

1 BBC WAC, Nil5/328/1: Orchestral Resources Enquiry: Nonhem Ireland Orchestra, 27 August 

1969.

s PRONE AC/12/34: Northern Ireland: Orchestra Situation, 10 June 1969.

19 Ibid.

187



Although it was more essential for ACNI to explore the possibility of co

operation, it is interesting that it was the BBC who took the lead in preparing draft 

proposals, indicating that they were keen to make the most of this pragmatic 

alternative to their existing position. In June 1969, less than one month after the 

approach was made by ACNI, a document titled ‘Northern Ireland: Orchestral 

Situation’ was put together by Maguire, following discussions with the BBC’s 

National Governor for Northern Ireland and Montgomery. Despite being put together 

in a relatively short period of time, detailed points were contained in the proposals put 

forward, a sign that both of the organisations engaged in this process wholeheartedly. 

The seven points agreed upon were:

1. The Arts Council’s Ulster Orchestra (40 players) and the BBC 

Northern Ireland Orchestra should be amalgamated.

2. The size of the new orchestra should be 40 players.

3. The orchestra should have the status of a BBC House Orchestra and 

should be administered by the BBC.

4. It should be available to the Arts Council for the equivalent of 30 

weeks each year, and to the BBC for 18 weeks. (Players would have 

four weeks’ leave).

5. The cost of maintaining the orchestra (Management; Players’ 

salaries; Insurance and Provident Fund; servicing and 

accommodation) would amount to approximately £96,000 per 

annum, and would be shared: Arts Council £64,000, BBC £32,000.

6. The cost of operating the orchestra (conductors, hire of halls, hire of 

music, advertising, transport, travel and duty allowance, etc.) would 

be borne separately by the Arts Council, or BBC, for the periods that 

the orchestra was available to each. (In case of the BBC, the 

operating cost would be approximately £10,000 a year. In case of the 

Arts Council, assuming a reduction of 50% in previous activity the 

net cost might be of the order of £ 15,000).

7. The arrangement will be reviewed after 3 years."1

Ibid.
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Although this agreement covered many of the main points relating to the proposed 

arrangement, there were still some unresolved issues. The first of these related to the 

size of the orchestra; ACNI had hoped that an amalgamation would lead to a larger 

orchestra of 60-65 musicians, capable of playing romantic repertoire that was beyond 

the capacity of the Ulster Orchestra in its existing form. While this was recognised, it 

was felt that it was ‘not financially possible’, so a continuation of a 40-player 

orchestra was agreed upon,22 even though this would have meant some redundancies. 

A second potential issue was the differing repertoire performed by the two orchestras. 

It was felt that:

There is the possibility of professional conflict over the different 

requirements of the BBC (essentially light music) and the Arts Council (a 

more serious repertoire). Although most players are willing to play 

anything for money, some Arts Council members might feel that if the 

“BBC/Ulster Orchestra” were heard frequently in “Breakfast Special” or 

“Marching and Waltzing” - the Radio 2 type of music for which the 

present BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra is most useful - this might 

detract from its standing and usefulness to the Council, whose task is to 

foster interest in more serious music. This difficulty is recognised, but 

could be overcome by using “BBC N1 Orchestra” when working for the 

BBC, and “Ulster Orchestra” when working for the Arts Council.

The issue of contrasting repertoire would prove to be a significant problem 

throughout the various attempts to merge the orchestras, and the idea of changing the 

name of the orchestra depending on what type of music it performed was not an 

adequate solution. Assuming that ‘most players are willing to play anything for 

money’ was a miscalculated presumption, as it would later become clear that some 

Ulster Orchestra players did not want to play light music; likewise some BBC players 

were not interested in public concert giving. If these proposals could be implemented, 

they would have represented a saving of £50,500 for the BBC and £23,000 for the 

ACNI, so the arrangement was certainly beneficial for both parties. Maguire

22 Ibid. 

''' Ibid.
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recognised the potential flaws, but expressed the hope that these would not stand in 

the way of a favourable outcome:

There could be many snags, but the scheme could work, and it would be 

a good stroke of business for all concerned.24

Broadcasting in the Seventies

These negotiations in Belfast took place against a backdrop of the BBC reconsidering 

its output nationwide, and in July 1969 the policy paper Broadcasting in the Seventies 

was published, outlining proposals to rationalise the corporation’s resources, 

intending to realign its radio stations and reduce the number of musicians it employed 

in order to save money. In his comprehensive history of the corporation, Asa Briggs 

described this paper as ‘one of the most controversial documents ever produced by the 

BBC’,25 such was the scale of the changes proposed. In the introduction section to the 

paper. Lord Hill of Luton, Chairman of the BBC, set out the organisation’s intentions:

The purpose of these plans is, firstly and mainly, to adapt our service to a 

changing world to meet changing tastes and needs. Secondly, and 

secondarily, they enable us, as far as we are able to judge, to live within 

our prospective income for sound broadcasting in the next five years ...

While recognising they involve both gains and losses, [the BBC] believes 

that the losses are necessary if the gains are to be achieved and the result, 

on balance, will be better broadcasting."1’

While this policy announcement concerned all aspects of the BBC’s output, in terms 

of music this meant a reduction in the amount of live orchestral music broadcast:

Our output of serious music will be maintained at the present level, and 

the proposals would actually increase the output of lighter music.

But a decision to maintain this level of broadcast need not automatically 

imply maintaining the present level of live orchestral music. These are

:4 Ibid.

’ Briggs, Competition, p. 721.

,1 BBC, Broadcasting in the Seventies, p. I.
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separate issues. We can sustain a musical output of at least the present 

quality by a greater use of recordings.27

The implication of this was that there would be redundancies for orchestral musicians:

We must then propose reducing our employment of musicians, including

our own standing orchestras, to nearer the level that we need for
28broadcasting purposes.

The following orchestras were exempt from the cuts: the BBC Symphony, the 

Northern Symphony, the BBC Radio, the Midland Light, and the Scottish Radio, 

though by the same yardstick, the Scottish Symphony, the Northern Dance, the 

Training Orchestra and the London Studio players were deemed surplus to 

requirements and were to be disbanded. Along with the Concert and Welsh 

orchestras, the Northern Ireland orchestra found itself in between the two stalls, not 

totally superfluous, though not quite secure either:

The BBC is unable to bear the cost of sustaining all of them, but 

discussions about their future are proceeding with the Arts Council of 

Great Britain, and with the Welsh Arts Council and the Arts Council of
-)Q

Northern Ireland.'

Judging by this statement, the ongoing negotiations between BBC N1 and ACNI were 

integral to the survival of the BBC NI Orchestra, as the BBC’s management in 

London made clear that it wanted to reduce its expenditure on regional orchestras. It 

must be said that the timing of ACNTs approach was pragmatic for both 

organisations, as it coincided with the BBC rethinking its orchestral provision also.

Following the publication of Broadcasting in the Seventies - the first public 

statement of the ACNI-BBC negotiations - both organisations wrote to the musicians 

in their orchestras outlining the nature of the talks. As the players were on holiday at 

the time, the correspondence gave a brief outline of the intention of creating an 

orchestra that served broadcasting and concert giving requirements, while alerting

" BBC, Broadcasting in the Seventies, p. 11. 

x BBC, Broadcasting in the Seventies, p. 12. 

:9 Ibid.
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them to the ‘urgent’ nature of the talks.30 These letters also emphasised that there 

were many problems to overcome, and that it was ‘difficult to anticipate how long it 

will take to evolve concrete proposals’,31 though it is not surprising that these 

revelations drew some response from the local media. Commenting on the issue, 

Rathcol warned that the proposed merger would not be a straightforward process, 

though he recognised that this seemed to be the most agreeable solution:

It is obviously not a feasible proposition just to combine both orchestras, 

even if this was possible financially.

But surely this is now an opportunity to think of the wider implications of 

the situation. If redundancy is inevitable, then let us make the best 

possible use of the excellent material available and give Ulster a full 

symphony orchestra, even if it must be restricted to, say 56 players.

Instrumentation on this scale would enable the ensemble to cope with 

most symphonic requirements and place a really resourceful orchestra at 

the disposal of both the Arts Council and the BBC. '-

There also appears to have been some confusion surrounding the interpretation of the 

Broadcasting in the Seventies document. The Belfast Newsletter incorrectly reported 

that an amalgamation would cost ACNI more money:

The marriage, it is admitted, will be a difficult one. The Arts Council was 

recently in difficulties about the support costs of its own orchestra. Now 

it is being asked to pay more from its funds to save the jobs of the BBC 

musicians.33

As can be seen from the ACNI-BBC proposals, this was not the case, though this 

misunderstanding was indicative of the Broadcasting in the Seventies’s poor wording. 

Commenting on the document, Gerard Mansell - then Controller of BBC Radio 4 and

30 PRON1, AC/5/3/4: Letter from Jamison to all Ulster Orchestra players & letter from Maguire to all 

BBC Nl Orchestra players, both 10 July 1969.

31 Ibid.

" Belfast Telegraph, 11 July 1969.

” Belfast Newsletter, 11 July 1969.
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the Music Programme - described it as ‘clumsily and tactlessly worded’,'4 resulting in 

a public relations disaster for the BBC and partly explaining the backlash in the 

national media. The reorganisation of radio stations was placed under scrutiny, in 

particular the decision to disband the BBC’s Third programme. This left the BBC 

open to criticism for abandoning the type of programming that this station broadcast, 

while the corporation denied that this was the case.35

One of the more critical organs in its coverage of the BBC’s policy booklet 

was The Times, with one leader article in the newspaper accusing the organisation of 

disbanding orchestras in order to fund an increase in local radio output:

The trouble with the BBC’s plan for the future of radio is the premise on 

which it is based. Faced with the Tory proposals for a network of 

commercial local radio stations, and with the possibility of a Tory 

Government within a couple of years, they have obviously concluded that 

it is necessary to get in first ...

It is from this decision that most of the other failings follow. If the BBC 

are to present a persuasive case for such a large expansion of the present 

experiment in local broadcasting, at a time when their finances are in 

disarray, then some big economies have to be made elsewhere. So the 

axe is to be swung on a number of orchestras.

The assumption made here was that the proposed orchestral cuts were a payoff for the 

local radio expansion, something that has been disputed by Briggs:

Quite different arguments had influenced the decision to push ahead with 

local radio ... the ‘axing’ of orchestras did not follow from that decision, 

as the leader claimed, but from the earlier refusal of the Government to 

increase the licence fee.37

’4 Quoted in Carpenter, The Envy of the World, p. 252. 

’ Quoted in Carpenter, The Envy of the World, p. 254. 

•,6 The Times, 1 I July 1969.

’ Briggs, Competition, p. 773.
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Regardless whether the accusation made in The Times was made on a false premise or 

not, the failure of the BBC to manage the document’s publication adequately resulted 

in a barrage of media criticism as it attempted to justify its proposals.3''

After a public consultation period, the BBC went ahead with the 

reorganisation of its radio stations, however, the proposed disbandment of some its 

orchestras did not take place, and in effect there were very few orchestral 

redundancies. When putting together Broadcasting in the Seventies, the BBC 

regarded the MU as having a key role in the final outcome of the proposals with its 

management, recognising that ‘confrontation’ was likely.'9 In March 1969, prior to 

any announcement of redundancies, the MU intimated that it was adamantly against 

any cuts whatsoever, and the BBC noted that ‘the union was clearly determined to 

fight the BBC on its plans for the future’.40 Ultimately, the British government 

intervened and approved an increase in the licence fee, ensuring that none of the 

regional orchestras were disbanded as was proposed. In a public statement, the 

corporation promised ‘to maintain the employment of musicians at about the current 

scale, subject to the satisfactory negotiation with the Musicians’ Union’.41

Revised proposals

Although the outcome of Broadcasting in the Seventies was not as had been 

anticipated and the BBC NI Orchestra found that it was not under threat after all, this 

did not mean that negotiations between the BBC and ACNI were discontinued. At an 

ACNI Board meeting in October 1969 the need for a swift resolution was emphasised, 

and the following was recorded in the minutes:

That every effort should be made, as a matter of urgency and through 

whatever channels be opened to the Arts Council to conclude

i' For a comprehensive account of the background, reaction to and implementation of Broadcasting in 

the Seventies, see Briggs, Competition, pp. 719-811.

-l’ Quoted in Briggs, Competition, p. 749.

40 BBC Board of Management Minutes, 12 May 1969, quoted in Briggs, Competition, p. 759.

41 Quoted in Briggs, Competition, p. 779. A deal was struck with the MU in November 1970.
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negotiations for combining the BBC and Ulster orchestra to provide one 

symphony orchestra.4"

The BBC also remained in favour of an amalgamation; writing to Maguire in July 

1969, Gillard articulated that the London management supported a resolution as soon 

as possible:

Our feeling is that we should be prepared to clinch the deal without 

delay, if the proposals are right ... Would it be possible now for you to 

let me know exactly where negotiations stand, including the important 

factor of the size of the proposed joint orchestra?44

The size of the proposed joint orchestra became a crucial point for 

disagreement throughout these negotiations and one of the main reasons the proposals 

ultimately faltered. From the outset, ACNI had made clear its wish for a large 

symphony orchestra, though when the negotiations were first opened it was accepted 

that it was possible only to create an orchestra of 40 players, due to financial 

constraints.44 The initial proposals did not give a reason why an orchestra of 60-65 

players was not financially possible, but it can be assumed that this was taking into 

consideration the impending cuts contained in Broadcasting in the Seventies. In light 

of the increase to the BBC licence fee, however, this situation changed and in a memo 

to Maguire, Boucher wrote that ‘it might be possible to have one orchestra, larger 

than had been anticipated, but that here as in other areas discussions we will have to 

start from scratch’.4^ By October 1969, revised proposals were put together, these 

taking into consideration the increased licence fee, which for Northern Ireland 

'implies that the BBC has the same music budget available’ as before, which is how 

BBC NI interpreted the matter.4f> The result was that an orchestra of 59 players was 

proposed, a figure that was arrived at when joining together the two existing 

orchestras (Ulster Orchestra: 38, BBC NI Orchestra: 24 = 62) then subtracting seven

42 PRONl. AC/1/1/4: ACNI Board Minutes, 8 October 1969.

43 BBC WAC, Nil5/328/1: Gillard to Maguire, 23 July 1969.

44 PRONl, AC/12/34: Northern Ireland: Orchestral Situation. 10 June 1969.

45 BBC WAC, Nil 5/328/1: Boucher to Maguire, 15 August 1969.

46 PRONl, AC/1/1/4: Notes on the discussions between the Director of the Arts Council and the 

Controller, BBC, 8 October 1969.
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duplicate wind players and adding four extra brass players required to reach a full 

complement.47 The size of the orchestra was the main difference between these 

proposals and those that were set out in June 1969, with a financial saving for ACNI 

set at approximately £25,000 per annum. It remained the case that the orchestra 

would have the full status of a BBC house orchestra, meaning that it would have 

access to BBC library facilities, rehearsal studio and other facilities (canteen, for 

example). BBC NTs Head of Music would be the orchestra’s chief administrative 

officer, though the day-to-day running of the orchestra would be devolved to a 

concerts manager, who would liaise between the BBC and ACNI.49

Although the basic principles of a joint orchestra were agreed upon, once 

again there was a question mark raised about the type of music this new orchestra 

would play, with ACNI expressing an aversion to the light classical music performed 

by the BBC NI Orchestra. In a note about the proposals, Jamison made the following 

comments regarding repertoire:

The Arts Council considers that it is highly desirable to ensure that the 

repertoire played by a shared orchestra in the broadcasting studio is 

compatible with the symphonic repertoire which the orchestra will be 

playing on the concert platform. While it is acknowledged that versatile 

and competent musicians can play either type of music it is held by the 

Arts Council that any large proportion of popular music - tangos, 

rumbas, sambas and the like - would prove detrimental to standards and 

result in the loss of some excellent players currently working with the 

Ulster Orchestra, who would not be prepared to play this kind of music 

as a regular part of their contractual obligation. It is therefore felt that the 

BBC should be asked to use the orchestra for broadcasts ranging from 

normal symphonic repertoire to light classical music of the Delibes/Bizet 

variety.

It is recognised that the BBC already have access to symphony 

orchestras. It is, however, felt that it would be unfortunate that Northern

Ibid.

Ibid.

-w Ibid.
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Ireland should be regarded as a source of only popular music in this 

context. It is argued that the BBC popular music required might be 

obtained from needle time, and that the additional broadcasting time 

required for the orchestra playing symphonic work could be obtained by 

opting out of the National network when concerts were being given by 

other BBC House orchestras. It would of course be hoped that the 

orchestra would also make a normal contribution to the network.50

Much of what Jamison outlined was unsubstantiated, such as the observation that 

Ulster Orchestra players would not be prepared to play light repertoire and it seems 

that arguments such as this were designed to gain leverage in the debate with the 

BBC. In this memo, the BBC was essentially being asked here to forego the light 

music that it required from the BBC NI Orchestra, and instead accept the kind of 

symphonic repertoire that it could obtain from its other large orchestras. Given that 

the BBC was no longer set to benefit financially from this arrangement, Jamison 

acknowledged that these requests might have been excessive, though he urged the 

BBC management to look ‘realistically and sympathetically’ at the proposals.^ The 

despair brought on by the onset of the Troubles in 1969 was used as a bargaining tool, 

Jamison suggesting that the proposed orchestra ‘could be regarded as an important 

element of National policy ... the Ulster image could be restored by creating National 

institutions which can be shared equally by all sections of the community’. “ This plea 

was, however, made to no avail, as when Maguire brought these proposals to the 

management and Music Division Heads in London, they were rejected. In a letter to 

Jamison, Maguire outlined the reasons for this refusal:

I fear the view in London of the prospects of a satisfactory solution along 

the lines we have been discussing, is very gloomy. The main problems 

are: -

The BBC already has more symphony orchestras than it needs, and it will 

have increasing difficulty in finding airtime for their programmes. 

Nobody can see any chance of more than a purely token number of

Ibid.

Ibid.
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programmes of symphonic music getting on the air from Northern 

Ireland.

What the BBC needs from Northern Ireland is roughly the existing 

mixture of popular and light classical music, with perhaps slightly more 

popular music than present. “Breakfast Special” and “Marching and 

Waltzing” have to be provided and the BBC is very happy with the way 

these are served up from Belfast and Birmingham.

The view of the Arts Council about the effect on orchestral members 

having to play this kind of music comes as a surprise to the Heads of the 

Music Department in London, who know how players of some of the best 

symphony orchestras in London pass their off-duty hours!

It seems to me therefore - that as we feared at one stage of our talks - 

this question of repertoire is really key. The needs of the Arts Council 

and the BBC are so diametrically opposed that it is hard to see how they 

can be reconciled. Certainly, if the Arts Council hold the view that the 

Orchestra could not spend most of its “BBC time” playing popular and 

light music, 1 do not think there is any chance at all of a solution."

The divergent attitudes of the two parties towards repertoire proved to be a significant 

issue therefore, while the BBC also intimated that it did not want to augment its 

Northern Ireland orchestra, something that was central to ACNTs strategy.

In an attempt to solve the ‘excruciatingly difficult orchestral situation in 

Northern Ireland’,54 the proposals were revised once more in an attempt to reach a 

consensus. The main amendment was that when the BBC required light music, the 

orchestra would be divided into two sections, and those players not required in the 

studio would give schools concerts. ^ By Maguire’s calculations, the cost of running 

the new orchestra would amount to £135,500, £81,750 of which would be provided 

by the BBC.Ml Although this meant that the BBC would provide a greater amount

“ PRONl, AC/5/3/4: Letter from Maguire to Jamison, 22 October 1969.

^ BBC WAC, Nl 15/328/1: Northern Ireland: Orchestral Situation, 28 November 1969.

55 Ibid.

56 Ibid.
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towards the new orchestra than ACNI (because the BBC would bear studio and 

management costs), in 1968-9 the BBC NI Orchestra had cost £96,750, so the new 

arrangement still meant that the corporation would save approximately £17,000 per 

year.^7 In a reaction to this proposal, Charles Beardsall, the BBC’s Chief Assistant, 

Light Music, noted that it had ‘possibilities ... a 59 piece orchestra comparable with 

the Concert in size and sound, and capable of playing a wider repertoire than at 

present could be advantageous’, though he questioned why the BBC should shoulder
CO

more than half the cost of the ensemble." William Clock, the BBC’s Controller, 

Music, in London echoed this sentiment, noting that

the proposals are not very advantageous to the BBC ... I would have 

thought that the Arts Council should bear not less than half the cost.59

Although the negotiations had reached quite an advanced stage, these were internal 

memos between BBC staff in London, and Maguire did not receive any formal 

feedback at this time with regard to the revised proposals. This was due to the 

emergence of a major dispute between the MU and the BBC concerning casual rates 

of pay, something that preoccupied the BBC’s London management.9" Having not 

heard anything regarding the proposed merger, in January 1970 Maguire wrote to 

Gerard Mansell (who had by this stage had been appointed BBC’s Director of 

Programmes, Radio), asking if there was any prospect of a decision on the Northern 

Ireland situation:

Knowing some of the vast range of problems you are facing, I hesitate to 

raise again the subject of the Northern Ireland Orchestra. In fact, has the 

possibility of BBC/NI Arts Council sharing been put to the MU 

formally? Have you any idea when a BBC view on the proposals will be 

taken. Obviously I would like to end the period of uncertainty for the 

Orchestra as soon as possible. If there isn’t a chance of M.U. agreement,

I think we should tell the Arts Council that the scheme is off, announce

57 ibid.

' BBC WAC, R92/106/1: Note from Beardsall to William Clock, 3 December 1969. 

'' BBC WAC, R92/106/1: Note from Clock to Gillard, 3 December 1969.

"'BBC WAC, Nil 5/328/1: Musicians’ Union Negotiations, 27 January 1970.
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that publicly over here, and carry on exactly as we used to. If the Ulster 

Orchestra has to be disbanded in a year or two, we could then start 

negotiations afresh with higher hopes of success.61

The BBC’s preoccupation with the MU dispute in the aftermath of Broadcasting in 

the Seventies ensured that the proposed merger in Northern Ireland was put on hold, 

and in a reply to Maguire’s communication Mansell indicated an unwillingness to 

even discuss the scheme with the union:

I have been in some difficulty over giving you an answer to your query 

about the proposal for an arrangement with the Northern Ireland Arts 

Council because, as you know, we have been engaged in difficult 

negotiations with the MU over a wide range issues related to their claim 

for casual engagements ... you will know that agreement in principle 

over casual rates has been reached and the way now seems clear to tackle 

other important issues. These issues include needle time, the overall level 

of employment of musicians by the BBC, and the sharing of orchestras 

with outside bodies, such as the Arts Councils. How long these 

negotiations will take, and what their outcome will be it is impossible to 

say. You are aware that the MU’s reaction to the idea of the Welsh 

orchestra providing support for the Welsh National Opera Company was 

one of complete hostility, and though your scheme was not formally put 

to them - it hardly seemed worth it in the circumstances - their reaction 

would certainly be to fight tooth and nail for the survival of the Ulster 

Orchestra, quite independently of the [BBC] N.I. Orchestra. At this 

moment it is not therefore possible to give the Northern Ireland Arts 

Council a positive answer, and we must await the outcome of our next 

round of negotiations with the MU.6'

It is clear from this communication that the attitude towards a merger had cooled 

somewhat in London, and this put paid to any hope of a quick resolution to the 

orchestral situation in Northern Ireland.

61 BBC WAC, Nil5/328/1: Maguire to Mansell, 19 January 1970.

62 BBC WAC, NI15/328/1: Mansell to Maguire, 2 March 1970.
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As well as the unenthusiastic attitude evident from the BBC in London, there 

is also some indication that the players in the BBC NI Orchestra were opposed to the 

scheme. In a meeting of its Orchestral Committee in September 1969 the members 

had expressed the opinion that they were ‘utterly opposed’ to any sort of merger, 

citing the following reasons:

(a) The BBC Orchestra in Northern Ireland had given some 20 years of 

excellent service to the BBC and to the musical life of the Province:

It was an established and respected orchestra, whereas the Ulster 

Orchestra was of recent formation and had made little or no impact 

on the musical public. Its disastrous attendances were an increasing 

indication that the Ulster Orchestra could not survive. The BBC 

orchestra did not want an amalgamation with a losing combination.

(b) If there were an amalgamation, there would be serious redundancy 

among the wind instrumentalists. The BBC had the support of the 

Musicians’ Union in saying that there would be no redundancies.

(c) If there were an amalgamation, there would be too many principals.

Quite apart from the question of salary, there would be an insoluble 

problem of the actual leadership of the desks.

(d) More than half the BBC players did not want to give regular public 

concerts. Many of them had left outside symphony orchestras to join 

the BBC because broadcasting conditions and hours of work suited 

them. They did not want to return to evening concerts on a regular 

basis.

(e) The BBC players relished the very wide range of music they had to 

play for Radios 2, 3 and 4. They did not want to be confined to a 

classical repertoire.

(f) Many of the Ulster Orchestra players were on special salaries. It 

would be intolerable for BBC players to be paid less/”

Even if the amalgamation had been sanctioned in London, this shows that there were 

several other issues to be considered for the playing staff of the orchestra before any

63 BBC WAC, Nil 5/328/1: Meeting of the BBC NI Orchestra Committee, 23 September 1969.
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merger could be implemented. There is less information on whether the Ulster 

Orchestra players were willing to countenance a merger at this time, though at an 

ACN1 Board meeting Cyril Ehrlich stated that ‘morale in both orchestras was low’, 

and that he ‘deplored the impact which the protracted negotiations were having on the 

confidence of the players’.1’4 There is reference in some of the BBC communications 

to the threat of the Ulster Orchestra being disbanded if the merger negotiations failed; 

when discussing the merger with senior colleagues in London, Maguire commented 

that T feel that faced with the choice between accepting [merger proposals], and 

finding some 40 musicians out of a job because of the disbandment of the Ulster 

Orchestra, the Unions will see some sense’.6' It is difficult to assess the validity of 

this threat, as there is no comment in any ACNI material of the Ulster Orchestra’s 

potential disbandment at this time. It is probable that this outcome was never 

seriously contemplated by ACNI, as when the negotiations did stall in 1970 due to the 

delay of the BBC in London to ratify any proposals, the Ulster Orchestra started 

making plans for future seasons. These included the appointment of Edgar Cosma as 

Principal Conductor - albeit it for an initial period of twelve months - and indeed 

both orchestras continued as they had done before any merger discussions took place.

Peacock and Curran reports

While the attitudes of players and BBC staff in London remained opposed to any co

operation between the BBC and ACNI, two documents published in 1970 - one from 

ACGB, one from the BBC - offered hope to the parties who still harboured ambitions 

of an orchestral merger in Northern Ireland. The first of these was titled Music and 

the BBC, an article written by Charles Curran - Director-General of the BBC - for 

The Listener and later published as a separate pamphlet. The article advocated jointly 

maintained orchestras by the BBC and ACGB, stating that:

It would seem logical that the formal involvement of the BBC in musical 

patronage as a national policy should lead to joint action with the Arts 

Council in those areas of musical employment which does not rest on a

64 PRONI, AC/1/1/4: ACNI Board Minutes, 29 January 1970.

63 BBC WAC, NI15/328/1: Northern Ireland: Orchestral Situation, 28 November 1969.
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direct broadcasting need, and the Council should have some share in the 

maintenance and use of certain BBC orchestras.66

The BBC NI Orchestra was not referred to by name in the article, though it was clear 

that the proposed merger with the Ulster Orchestra was not out of place with Curran’s 

manifesto:

We recognise and rejoice in the immensely valuable contribution that the 

Arts Council [of Great Britain] is making to musical patronage in this 

country. Indeed, the position is such that the Arts Council and BBC 

cannot afford to do anything other than co-operate to the full in sharing, 

with all those who have the future of music in Britain at heart, the burden 

of maintaining a viable musical profession. Specifically, we have put 

forward proposals to the Arts Council for sharing the cost of maintaining 

certain of the present BBC orchestras and for their increased use, with 

Arts Council support, for non-broadcast purposes.67

This statement of intent did not bypass those who sought an amalgamation of 

orchestras in Northern Ireland, and the subject was brought up once again in the local 

media. Writing in the Belfast Newsletter, Donald Caims expressed the hope that this 

article would provide some fresh incentive for the debate:

Some form of amalgamation and sharing of responsibilities is clearly an 

ideal solution. It is no secret that something of the kind has been 

discussed. Nothing has so far come of these discussions, the problems

involved being extremely tricky, but it to be hoped that the idea has not
68been finally shelved.

A further source of encouragement for this cause came in the form of 

Professor Alan Peacock’s A Report on Orchestral Resources in Great Britain, 

commissioned by ACGB in order to assess and comment on the maintenance of 

orchestras in Britain. The report (which became known as the Peacock Report) made 

a number of observations on the orchestral profession in Britain, its message being

66 Curran, Music and the BBC, p. 10.

6 Curran, Music and the BBC, pp. 11-12. 

h* Belfast Newsletter, 12 August 1970.
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that ‘if standards of playing are to be improved, then Parliament and local councils 

have no option but to vote a very much greater amount of money to support music’.69 

Among the recommendations was that there should be 'more co-operation between 

ACGB and BBC in the whole field of orchestra music’.70 As the report was concerned 

with Britain, Northern Ireland was not referred to, though it did note that ‘whenever 

the future of a BBC house orchestra is in doubt no unilateral decision should be made 

by the BBC, but that all parties interested in music in the area concerned should be 

consulted’. 1 Comparable to Northern Ireland was the orchestral situation in Wales, 

where the BBC Welsh Orchestra - the only permanent orchestra in the region - had 

its position placed in doubt after the BBC questioned its sustainability in 

Broadcasting in the Seventies. Meanwhile, the Welsh National Opera had no 

orchestra of its own, having to engage orchestras at great cost. In order to rectify this 

imbalance, the Peacock Report recommended that:

As a short-tenn solution to the problem faced by the Welsh National 

Opera, the BBC should be invited to give further consideration to the 

proposal made by the Welsh Arts Council, that the existing BBC Welsh 

Orchestra be placed under an independent body representing the BBC,

Welsh National Opera, Welsh Arts Council, the Local Authorities and 

others. It could thus become the regular orchestra for the Welsh National 

Opera, for which perhaps a third of its yearly work would be initially 

allocated. The orchestra would, in effect, if not in name, be a national 

orchestra since, in addition, it would be broadcast and provide a 

proportion of the Welsh Arts Council’s existing programme of public 

concerts.72

As was mentioned previously in correspondence between Mansell and 

Maguire in March 1970, Mansell intimated that the attitude of the MU to this 

suggestion was one of 'complete hostility’, and for this reason the proposal for a

69 Peacock, A Report on Orchestral Resources in Great Britain, p. vii. 

" Peacock, A Report on Orchestral Resources in Great Britain, p. 85. 

71 Ibid.

~ Peacock, A Report on Orchestral Resources in Great Britain, p. 40.
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merger in Northern Ireland was not put to the union.73 After extensive negotiations, 

the plan for co-operation in Wales did succeed in 1974, when the BBC Welsh 

Orchestra expanded from forty-four to sixty players thanks to generous support from 

ACGB.74The Welsh Broadcasting Council had noted that ‘if the BBC could not 

afford to maintain the Orchestra, Wales could not afford to lose it’,75 and the resulting 

joint effort created a firmer foundation for the musical life of Wales, securing the 

continued existence of its regional BBC orchestra. The Welsh example acted as a 

precedent for ACNI and BBC NI in their endeavours to reach a similar agreement for 

Northern Ireland. Although the circumstances differed slightly, with Northern Ireland 

having two orchestras whereas the BBC Welsh Orchestra was the only orchestra in 

the region, it was hoped that the principle established by collaboration between 

ACGB and BBC would help generate a similar outcome in Northern Ireland.

Final proposals

In response to these two documents, Boucher wrote to Maguire to remind the BBC NI 

Controller of the recommendations in the Peacock report as well as the statements 

made by Curran in his article. Boucher suggested to Maguire that ‘the time is 

opportune to reopen negotiations with ACNI on our two orchestras here’,7'1 and an 

attempt at reopening negotiations was made by BBC NI and ACNI. In March 1971, 

Jamison expressed the view that these two parties were ‘still anxious to amalgamate 

their orchestras’, and expressed the belief that ‘negotiations in Belfast will be resumed 

at the earliest possible moment’.7 However, little could be done without the approval 

of BBC staff in London, and despite the arguments put forward by Curran in Music 

and the BBC, as had been the case previously, this was not forthcoming. Ian 

Trethowan (appointed BBC Radio’s Managing Director following Frank Gillard’s

73 BBC WAC, NI15/328/1: Mansell to Maguire, 2 March 1970.

4 Lucas, Voice of a Nation?, pp. 225-6.

’ Quoted in Lucas, Voice of a Nation?, p. 225.

7l’BBC WAC, NI15/328/1: Boucher to Maguire, 18 August 1970.

BBC WAC, NI 15/328/1: Memorandum on the negotiations between BBC NI and ACNI on the 

possible amalgamation of orchestras, 15 March 1971.
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retirement in 1969) blocked the process, and in a memo to Curran he explained why 

he could not agree to the merger at that moment:

Just to put you in the picture after my conversation with Peter 

Montgomery, we have agreed that there is really not much to be done for 

the time being. The basic problem is that we want our Orchestra to play 

primarily for broadcasting on Radio 2, and for that we do not need it to 

be any larger than the present thirty, whereas the Northern Ireland Arts 

Council wants the Ulster Orchestra to be a symphonic orchestra and so 

preferably larger than its present forty-two. In these circumstances it is 

very difficult to see how a merger can be arranged, least of all on 

reasonable financial terms.

There is one fundamental point about orchestral sharing arrangements 

which Peter Montgomery, for one, clearly had not realised. In 

‘Broadcasting in the Seventies’, when we said we had more orchestras 

than we needed for broadcasting purposes, we hoped to get more needle 

time. This is clearly a non-runner for the time being, and it is not 

politically possible for us now to renege in our basic live music guarantee 

to the MU. This means that if we partially lose the services of one of our 

orchestras, then to fulfil the guarantee we have to replace it with other 

live music, and this might actually cost us rather more than less.7s

Despite the opposition of the BBC in London towards a merger, ACNI 

persisted in its attempts to reopen negotiations. In January 1972, Montgomery wrote 

to Curran, asking him to reconsider the position regarding the merger, and made the 

appeal that:

Of all parts of the United Kingdom Northern Ireland is in most need of a 

more imaginative music provision than that afforded by the kind of small 

orchestra you maintain here ... I do hope that you will explore every 

relevant aspect of this particular problem to which a favourable solution

BBC WAC. R78/2021/1: Ian Trethowan to Charles Curran, 14 June 1971.

206



could mean so much for the more civilised side of life in this, at present, 

most unhappy Province.79

However, the ACNI President’s request that the negotiations be revived was rejected, 

the BBC maintaining that it could not accept a merger on the premise that it did not 

need another large symphony orchestra. In response to Montgomery’s letter, Curran 

summarised the situation:

In short, what we require from our Northern Ireland Orchestra is its 

present repertoire of Radio 2 music, and we could not really

accommodate an orchestra in Northern Ireland playing another type of
• 80music.

The ACNI Board recorded that ‘it seemed that there was no longer any immediate

hope of the desired amalgamation taking place’ and regarded this formal letter of
81refusal as the end of the matter as far as it was concerned.

Despite the defeatist attitude of the ACNI Board, Jamison does not seem to 

have been deterred by the BBC’s stance, and continued to lobby for an orchestra 

merger. Informal discussions between Jamison and Boucher were ongoing, and in 

December 1972 the ACNI Director wrote to Stuart Wyton (Acting Controller of BBC 

NI following Maguire’s retirement) asking whether the BBC were willing to reopen 

negotiations on a potential merger. Somewhat surprisingly, the BBC indicated that 

they were willing to engage in this, though it was made clear that these would be 

‘tentative discussions’ - Trethowan commented that ‘the BBC is entering the talks in 

a spirit of helpfulness, to embark on a rescue operation’.v' This may not have been a 

wholehearted endorsement of the process by the BBC management, though Jamison 

and Boucher were satisfied that the discussions were ‘sufficiently encouraging for 

both the BBC and the Arts Council to stop making permanent appointments to each of

‘ BBC WAC, NI 15/328/1: Montgomery to Curran, 19 January 1972. 

s" PRON1, AC/1/1/4: Curran to Montgomery, 29 February 1972.

81 PRONI, AC/1/1/4: ACNI Board Minutes, 12 April 1972.

8_ BBC WAC, NI 15/328/1: Jamison to Wyton. 5 December 1972.

8 BBC WAC, N1I5/328/1: Quoted in a letter from Wyton to Boucher, 29 December 1972.
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the orchestras'.84 The revised proposals involved bringing the two orchestras together 

to form one BBC house orchestra of approximately fifty-eight players, which would
or

be shared equally between broadcasting and public giving sectors. The issue 

concerning the size of the amalgamated ensemble was less prominent than it had been 

previously, as both orchestras were heavily depleted at this time. The permanent 

strength of the BBC NI Orchestra in 1973 was 25, while the Ulster Orchestra had just 

27 permanent players, making a total of 52 players. The proposals noted that:

Principal positions are duplicated only in the Basses, Homs and 

Trumpets, with a possible resolution in the latter section. The additional 

cost of carrying co-principals is therefore minimal ... At most there 

would be one redundancy, but one of the players in the section concerned 

has already suggested that he may be leaving, in which case there would 

be no redundancies and additional opportunities for employment for a 

further four players. It is thought that all these factors will commend the 

proposals to NIMA and the MU.86

In April 1973, Howard Newby (who in 1972 replaced Mansell as BBC 

Radio’s Director of Programmes) wrote to Jamison to tell him that the BBC 

welcomed the prospect of merging the Ulster Orchestra with the BBC Nl orchestra, as 

was outlined in the proposals of February 1973. It is not clear why the BBC’s 

attitude towards the proposition changed, though it may have been related to the 

various changes in personnel in London. Mansell, who had rejected the proposals put 

forward in March 1970 had moved on to the position of Managing Director for 

External Broadcasting in 1972,88 and his replacement as Managing Director Radio, 

Newby, was more accommodating towards the prospect of an orchestra merger in 

Northern Ireland. As an indication of this changed outlook, in a letter to Jamison, 

Newby stated that ‘we are in favour of the merger, partly because it makes good

s4 PRONI, AC/1/5/1: Ulster Orchestra Sub-Committee Minutes, 22 January 1973.

PRONI, AC/1/1/4: Notes on the proposed amalgamation of the BBC NI and Ulster Orchestras, 28 

February 1973.

86 Ibid.

s PRONI, AC/5/3/4: Newby to Jamison, 24 April 1974.

88 The Times, 'Howard Newby: Obituary’, 24 December 2010.
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economic sense, but principally because it will probably put public money, from two 

different sources, to more effective purposes’.89 Wary of the Ulster Orchestra’s 

ongoing financial struggles, Newby later requested that ACNI receive a guarantee of 

government backing for the scheme in order to gain some financial security.90 The N1 

government’s Ministry of Finance were in favour of the amalgamation, and pledged 

to support a joint orchestra for a period of ten years, once again demonstrating its 

support for orchestral provision in Northern Ireland.91 A study of the proposals by the 

BBC revealed that they stood to gain financially by the amalgamation, a factor that 

convinced the corporation to give their full support to the plan. Oliver Taylor, the 

BBC’s Chief Assistant, Radio Management, who undertook the study, encouraged 

Newby to reach an agreement at the earliest opportunity:

Provided the BBC NI Orchestra retains the status of a light music 

orchestra for broadcasting purposes, the merger will evidently be to the 

advantage of the networks, and it appears to offer a real saving in 

revenue costs. One these grounds I am recommending that the change 

should go ahead as soon as possible, subject to satisfactory agreements
92with the Northern Ireland Arts Council and the MU.

Musicians’ Union negotiations

With all parties agreeing to the amalgamation in principle, the only substantial 

obstacle remaining was reaching an agreement with the MU, who would become a 

key player in the attempts to broker an arrangement with regards to orchestral 

provision in Northern Ireland during the 1970s. Formed in 1893, the MU represented 

musicians in a wide range of genres, though throughout the 1970s its agenda was 

dominated by disputes with the BBC. The MU’s membership grew every year during 

this decade, culminating in the Union’s highest ever number of members - 41,567 -

* BBC WAC, Nil5/328/1: Newby to Jamison, 8 February 1973. 

9(1 PRON1, AC/5/3/4: Newby to Jamison, 24 April 1974.

91 PRON1, AC/5/3/4: A.C. Brooke to Jamison, 25 May 1973.

92 BBC WAC, NI15/328/1: Taylor to Newby, 11 April 1973.
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in 1980.93 This strong membership body reflected the trend experienced by other 

Trade Unions in the UK at this time, and the MU enjoyed considerable influence 

during disputes as a result. While NIMA existed as a separate entity from the MU - 

there was no MU branch in Northern Ireland - this association enjoyed good relations 

with the MU, and was in regular contact with its UK counterpart.94 As the MU was 

experienced in conducting negotiations with the BBC, NIMA stated clearly 

throughout this process that it was ‘willing, and happy, to leave the ... complex 

problems’ of the amalgamation discussions to its UK counterpart.95 For this reason, 

the approval of the MU was required before any proposals could be implemented.

Aware that the MU’s stance would be dictated by the attitude of its members, 

in June 1973 Jamison wrote to members of the Ulster Orchestra to inform them that 

merger negotiations were at an advanced stage, and outlined the various aspects of the 

proposals in the hope of alleviating any misgivings the players might have. ACNI 

guaranteed that there would be ‘no redundancies, and no player will suffer any loss of 

income ... most players in both orchestras will stand to gain financially and, on the 

whole, evening rehearsals and weekend work should be eliminated or reduced to a 

minimum’.96 Jamison also attempted to assure those players who had concerns about 

the issue of seating positions:

The position of every player in both orchestras will be individually 

considered. I know that the question of seating positions, particularly in 

the string sections, has been a matter of speculation and rumour. No 

decisions on seating positions have been taken and care will also be taken 

to evolve a fair and rational method of dealing with this important
97matter.

’ The Musicians' Union: A Social Histoiy, <http://www.muhistory.com/?page_id=214> (Accessed 14 

April 2014).

94 PRON1, AC/5/3/4: MU to Wadsworth, 19 February 1974.

95 Ibid.

9" PRON1, AC/5/3/4: Jamison to all Ulster Orchestra players, 4 June 1973.

97 Ibid.
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Emphasis was placed on the importance this proposal for the future of the ensemble, 

with the letter intimating that if the players opposed the scheme then ACNI may be 

forced to disband the Ulster Orchestra:

At a meeting a few days ago with your committee, I was asked the 

fundamental question: “Why amalgamation? Can the Ulster Orchestra 

not continue as before? The answer to this cannot be direct or clear-cut 

... Amalgamation is logical because it reduces the financial burden on 

the State to reasonable proportions by providing a more realistic 

allocation of public concerts for a total population of 1.5 million people.

It carries with it an initial ten-year guarantee that I certainly could not 

otherwise give in view of the exceptionally high level of subsidy required 

by the Ulster Orchestra.4*

Jamison was correct to believe that the view of the players in the orchestra was 

key, as this would dictate the stance taken by the MU. There is no indication of the 

immediate reaction of the players to this letter, though it is interesting that a number 

of letters appeared in local newspapers - written under pseudonyms - that criticised 

ACNI for the decision to merge its orchestra with the BBC NI Orchestra. In the 

Belfast Telegraph, ‘Overburdened Ratepayer’ asked:

Who gave the Arts Council authority to contemplate such a move, and if 

such an amalgamation did take place, who gave the Arts Council the 

authority to consider using ratepayers’ money to subsidise an enlarged 

BBC orchestra which is already being paid for by wireless and TV 

licence fees?"

A strikingly similar letter appeared in the Irish News a few days later, when ‘Music 

Lover’ asked:

Who gave the Arts Council the authority to make the Ulster Orchestra 

redundant and who gave the orders for them to subsidise the BBC 

Orchestra?100

w Belfast Telegraph, 30 May 1973. 

100 Irish News, 4 June 1973.

211



A few days later, ‘Concert Fan’ asked the same question:

Apparently the idea is for the Arts Council to subsidise the BBC (a multi

million pound organisation) to form a larger orchestra for that body.

Under what right would the Arts Council have power to use tax and rate 

money for such a project?101

The argument contained in each of these letters concerning authority derives from 

ACNTs income source. As a publicly funded body, the correspondents were arguing 

that the Council did not have the right to offload partial responsibility for the Ulster 

Orchestra without approval from the Ministry of Finance. Flowever, as the 

negotiations with the BBC had been opened in 1969 with the knowledge of the NI 

Parliament, this was not an issue for ACNI.102

As these letters were written anonymously, it is difficult to speculate where 

they came from, though it is coincidental that they appeared at around the same time 

Jamison informed Ulster Orchestra members of the ACNTs intentions. While it was 

common knowledge that ACNI and the BBC had attempted to merge their orchestras 

previously, no public statement had been made concerning the negotiations in the 

spring of 1973, so for the authors of these letters to be so well-informed they must 

have had some inside information. The timing of this correspondence appearing in the 

local press combined with the similarities in their wording therefore suggests that they 

were written by disillusioned members of the Ulster Orchestra, perhaps in an attempt 

to build up some antagonism towards an amalgamation that they did not want to be 

part of. To his credit, Jamison wrote to the Belfast Telegraph and Irish News giving 

detailed arguments in favour of the amalgamation, making sure to thank - perhaps 

sarcastically - the authors of the initial letters. In response to the first of these, he 

said:

I would like to thank “Overburdened Ratepayer” for his concern for the 

musical welfare of our community, and for his implied tribute to the

101 Irish News, 6 June 1973. 

"'2 See p. 176 above.
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value and service of the Ulster Orchestra, of which the Arts Council and 

the community have continuing cause to be proud.10'

Aside from the public debate that took place in local newspapers, it appears 

that player attitudes towards the merger were mixed. Members of the BBC NI 

Orchestra wrote to the MU ‘making it clear that the players were opposed to the 

merger’, and they had received a guarantee from the union that for their part they 

were going to ‘resist this sort of action’.104 On the other hand, however, the leader of 

the BBC NI Orchestra, Maurice Kavanagh, was in favour of the merger, as he 

believed it offered better prospects for the orchestra. In a letter to the MU, Kavanagh 

stated:

There is no doubt in my mind that the proposed new orchestra offers 

more security to the BBC members. A wider repertoire including popular 

symphony concerts means greater saleability on radio and attracts concert 

audiences. This is particularly relevant as the bulk of N.I.O.’s [BBC NI 

Orchestra] output is of the light music type which now has little appeal 

outside the supermarket etc. The 30 piece all-purpose orchestra is, in my 

opinion, a thing of the past ... Frankly, I don’t see a future for the N.I.O. 

in its present form.105

Members of the Ulster Orchestra were also divided over this issue. A vote among the 

players indicated that approximately two thirds were in favour of amalgamation, 

though this was only the case if amalgamation was an alternative to possible 

redundancy.100 In other words, the players would only accept amalgamation if ACNI 

was willing to intimate that this was the only solution, and that opposition from the 

MU would lead to the orchestra’s disbandment.

I<b Belfast Telegraph, 9 June 1973. A similar letter from Jamison appeared in the Irish News, 13 June 

1973 in response to ‘Music Lover’.

1(14 PRONI, AC/5/3/4: Record of phone conversation between Jamison and Roger Lloyd, 1 August 

1973. Lloyd informed Jamison over the phone that he had received this message from Karen Avery, a 

member of the BBC NI Orchestra.

llb BBC WAC, NI 15/328/1: Copy of letter from Kavanagh to MU, 21 January 1974.

11,6 PRONI, AC/5/3/4: Letter from Lloyd to Jamison, 7 October 1973.
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The MU had expressed the view that it would oppose the merger from an early 

stage in the negotiations, and the BBC were aware that this would remain the case 

unless ACNI were willing to make a statement about the Ulster Orchestra’s future. 

Having been informed that the MU ‘will be opposing the merger’, the BBC’s Head of 

Programme Contracts, J.G.H. Wadsworth noted that:

The next step is that I am to draft a letter to send to the M.U. in which I 

will ask the Northern Ireland Arts Council to incorporate their views on 

the reasons for the demise of the Ulster Orchestra and the prospects of its 

retention if the M.U. do oppose the merger. 1 am fairly sure that unless 

the Arts Council is able to be quite definite that our joint proposal is the 

only method whereby their involvement in music-making in Northern 

Ireland can continue that the M.U. will continue their objection to the 

plan.107

When the BBC did write formally to the MU to put forward the merger 

proposal, the problems faced by ACNI in running the Ulster Orchestra were outlined 

in detail, and noted that the proposals would provide ‘a method of securing the 

continuing provision of live music in Ulster in a manner economically and artistically 

related to the Province’s needs’. In terms of the Ulster Orchestra’s future, the letter 

noted that:

The Arts Council feels it cannot continue to recommend to the 

Government of Northern Ireland that the Ulster Orchestra in its present 

form is the most appropriate method of securing the provision of 

orchestral music in the Province.i,)4

This statement suggests that ACNI was prepared to reconsider the manner in which it 

subsidised orchestral music, but did not make a direct statement of intent to disband 

the orchestra if the proposals failed, something which the BBC considered necessary 

for the success of the negotiations. In a meeting of the parties concerned to discuss the 

proposals in October 1973 ACNI further intimated that ‘the status quo with regard to

107 BBC WAC, NI15/328/1: Wadsworth to Newby, 22 June 1973.

I0!i PRON1. AC/5/3/4: Letter from Wadsworth to Musicians’ Union, 3 August 1973.

109 Ibid.
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the Ulster Orchestra could not be continued’, but again did not say what the

alternative would be if the amalgamation did not take place.110 It was reiterated at this

meeting that the proposals would result in no redundancies, and the MU made

detailed enquiries into various aspects of the proposals, after which they reported back

to their National Executive Committee. Deliberations over the proposal were

prolonged, during which time the MU held meetings with players from both

orchestras. It was not until February 1974 that ACNI and the BBC were informed that

’the Union is unable to agree to the amalgamation’ in a formal rejection letter.1" As

had been expected, the Union adhered to the view of the majority of players in the

orchestras, and used this as the basis for their opposition. The Union highlighted the

variety of reasons why the players from both orchestras did not wish to go ahead with

the proposal, the first of these concerning the onset of the Troubles and escalating
1 1 ^civil unrest in the region caused by this:

The BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra

(a) The unsettled civil situation in Northern Ireland makes it an 

unsuitable time to consider amalgamation;

(b) The strong feelings held by players that they had no wish to change 

established work patterns;

(c) The players are totally opposed to a reduction in the broadcasting 

duties;

(d) The players felt most strongly that the question of seating presents 

difficulties for which no adequate solution has yet been proposed.

The Ujster Orehestra

(a) The players hold most strongly that the Orchestra should retain a 

separate identity;

PRONI, AC/5/3/4: Notes of a meeting with members of the BBC and Musicians’ Union in London

at which Jamison was present, 10 October 1973.

PRONI, AC/5/3/4: MU to Wadsworth. 19 February 1974.

112 See Historical Context section above for more background.
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(b) The players recognise that maintenance of the Ulster Orchestra 

involves substantial expenditure but submitted that the present 

financial position of the orchestra is unreal because of the 20 semi

permanent deputies who are being paid on a casual basis;

(c) The players’ opposition to a merger was held so strongly that, the 

response to a number of questions indicated that a substantial 

proportion of the members of the Ulster Orchestra would oppose 

amalgamation even if dissolution of the Orchestra were a probable 

alternative.113

As the players from both orchestras were opposed to any sort of merger, this was the 

primary reason for the MU rejection of the proposals. It appeared that regardless of 

the overall advantages of the scheme to the musical landscape in Northern Ireland, the 

MU would not accept it unless the players were in favour.

Future planning

After a great deal of groundwork and time had been spent on formulating the 

proposals, the BBC were understandably displeased at Union’s opposition, though 

Wadsworth felt that ‘the issue of the amalgamation cannot be forced more strongly 

than we have done’.114 The BBC also informed ACNI that they could not pursue the 

matter any further at present, and decided that the composition of the BBC N1 

Orchestra was to be left as it was.11^ However, with the number of vacancies in the 

orchestra, they were left with a severely depleted band. As only temporary 

replacements were appointed during the amalgamation negotiations, by March 1974 

there were twelve vacancies, causing Mark White - BBC’s Head of Radio 2 - to state 

that:

114 BBC WAC, R78/2021/1: Wadsworth to Newby, 20 February 1974.

115 BBC WAC, R92/106/1: Mark White (Head of Radio 2) to Newby, 20 March 1974.
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Until we advertise the vacancies at present and see what standard of 

applicant we get at the auditions, we cannot be sure that we can compose 

a practical Orchestra of any kind in Belfast."6

This severe depletion created the unhappy situation whereby BBC NI struggled to get 

together any sort of orchestra. As an example of the effect this situation had on the 

orchestra’s output, for one week in May 1974 the difficulty in flying in deputies 

meant that the scheduled recording for that week had to be cancelled, meaning that 

the BBC had to make arrangements to get the required music from its other 

ensembles.117 Instances such as this demonstrate how the failure of the amalgamation 

had a detrimental effect on the BBC NI Orchestra, and the BBC in general, as it was 

left with a depleted and uneconomic ensemble in Belfast from which it could not gain 

satisfactory output.

The reaction of ACNI to the MU rejection was also one of disappointment, 

though - as with the BBC - the emphatic nature of the letter received meant that they 

considered that matter a ‘dead duck’ and did not try to bargain with the Union. As 

with the BBC, ACNI were left in a precarious position with regard to its orchestral 

provision. The merger negotiations had proved extremely protracted, spanning five 

years, and in this time the burden of the Ulster Orchestra on the Council's finances 

had increased. By 1974 ACNTs accounts indicated that the orchestra’s subsidy was 

£146,000, approximately 46% of ACNI’s total expenditure on the arts.116 The Ulster 

Orchestra's non-subsidy income was just 8.7% of its total income, meaning that 

ACNI accounted for the vast majority of the orchestra’s income.1'20 The performance 

standards of the orchestra also suffered as a result of the protracted negotiations, 

though this was mostly attributed to the increasing number of deputies that the 

orchestra engaged. In one review, Mark Storey noted:

116 ibid.

117 BBC WAC, R92/106/1: Newby to White, 28 May 1974.

1,8 PRONI, AC/1/4/1: Board Sub-Committee Minutes, 26 February 1974.

119 Ibid

1:0 Ibid. The Ulster Orchestra’s total subsidy income of 91% was much higher than other UK 

orchestras, which had an average of 60% income from other sources.
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It wouldn’t be fair to judge the Orchestra’s achievement in terms of the 

season that has just finished - no new permanent appointments have been 

made for some time, with the result that the Orchestra has been under 

strength or below par. Not knowing its own future, it has not surprisingly 

lacked a sense of direction, and this has sometimes showed in the 

playing.121

Faced with a depleted orchestra and an ailing financial situation, the ACNI Board 

took the decision to establish an independent Working Party that would consider the 

Council’s policy towards orchestral music provision. The Board agreed that an 

immediate disbandment of the Ulster Orchestra should not take place:

Time was inopportune for any major change of direction and it was 

thought that because of the special importance of maintaining a high 

level of cultural influence as possible, it was desirable to avoid the 

vacuum that would inevitably result from winding up the Ulster 

Orchestra.12"

It was agreed that the Working Party should take its time in deliberating the issue; it 

was not expected to report back quickly and in the meantime the Ulster Orchestra 

would continue as it had done, under ACNI management.

After five years of trying to reach a long-term solution for the management of 

the Ulster Orchestra, not all of the Board members were in agreement with the 

decision to engage an independent Working Party, something that would result in 

further uncertainty over the security of the orchestra’s position. Boucher, who had 

been such an integral figure throughout the amalgamation negotiations, tendered his 

resignation to the orchestra’s management committee in protest at the eventual 

outcome. In a letter to Jamison, he explained his decision:

121 Mark Storey, ‘Music’, Fortnight, 4 October 1973. Fortnight magazine prided itself on ‘providing 

incisive commentary on all aspects of Northern Ireland’s life ... able to comment freely and without 

prejudice on politics, arts and culture’ [Fortnight <www.fortnight.org> Accessed 1 August 2013]. The 

magazine had a close affiliation with QUB, with members of the academic staff (including Storey) 

contributing regularly, and this south Belfast orientation was most likely reflected in its circulation 

also.

122 PRON1, AC/5/3/4: ACNI Board Minutes, 13 March 1974.
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You and I have given much thought to the orchestral situation in Ulster, 

and as a result of that I consider the Board’s decision to continue with the 

Ulster Orchestra in its present state for a few years as disastrous, ill- 

considered and timid, and reckless in its use of large sums of public 

money.

And so I do not see how I can continue to serve on the orchestra’s 

management committee. Please therefore, place my resignation from that 

committee before the Board.

We are acting on one letter from a Trades Union. It is almost axiomatic 

that their first letter should refuse a change in arrangement. The 

tendentious nature of the letter should be exposed.12 .

It is not clear why neither the BBC nor ACNI pursued the matter further with the MU, 

though from their actions it seems that both organisations regarded this initial 

rejection as definitive. It was perhaps the case that the scepticism towards the merger 

witnessed earlier in the negotiations from the BBC in London had returned, and they 

were happy to put the issue to rest. For its part, ACNI were arguably guilty of naivety 

at this stage of the negotiations. As Boucher intimated, rejection in the first instance 

would have been routine from the MU, and the matter ought to have been explored 

further.124

In the event both organisations abandoning any hope of a merger, Boucher, a 

respected figure within the BBC and ACNI, seems to have favoured an immediate 

disbandment of the Ulster Orchestra. Having been one of the members of the ACNI 

Music Committee in 1965 that promoted idea of establishing a professional orchestra 

in Northern Ireland, in the wake of the failed amalgamation attempt he expressed the 

opinion that 'a mistake had been made in forming the Ulster Orchestra’.1" At a 

meeting of the Council’s Finance and General Purposes Committee, Boucher gave the 

following assessment of the Orchestra’s position:

123 PRONl, AC/5/3/4: Boucher to Jamison, 11 April 1974.

u4 During negotiations for a later amalgamation attempt of the two NI orchestras in 1978, the MU 

admitted that they were indeed surprised that negotiations were stopped so abruptly in 1974 (see p. 275 

below).

' PRONl, AC/5/3/4: ACNI Finance and General Purposes Committee Minutes, 27 February 1974.
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It was not apparent then, but subsequent experience had demonstrated 

clearly that the Ulster Orchestra could not operate successfully in a 

community of 1 x/i million people, of which one-third were centred in the 

Belfast area. Inevitably audiences would continue to be small and 

although 400 people in Balmoral looked good, it was still not the size of

audience that would be expected elsewhere for orchestral concerts by an
126orchestra the size of the Ulster Orchestra.

Boucher’s disillusionment with ACNI’s policies reflects the shortcomings of 

orchestral provision in Northern Ireland at this time (these will be explored further in 

the next chapter), though it is difficult to agree with his assessment that a mistake was 

made in forming the orchestra. Many of the problems experienced by the Ulster 

Orchestra - and indeed the BBC NI Orchestra - in 1974 stemmed from the protracted 

negotiations, which had an adverse effect on recruitment and morale. Although its 

efforts may have been criticised by some, Greer offered up a sympathetic assessment 

of ACNI’s orchestral policy at this time, saying that ‘the Arts Council really did noble 

work, it was a big responsibility and the orchestra really did take up a large amount of 

its budget’.12 Despite the uncertainty, the orchestra did continue to have its 

supporters; writing in Fortnight magazine. Storey noted that while the orchestra ‘had 

no sense of identity’ following the prolonged wait for an outcome for the merger 

negotiations, it had ‘over the years provided a consistently valuable function for 

which everybody should be grateful, by providing a basis for the musical life of the 

community. That is its role, and it is a crucial role’.l2s As the 1970s progressed the 

Ulster Orchestra continued to fulfd this role, again surrounded by uncertainty, as the 

Working Party commissioned by ACNI examined its finances and administration with 

the aim of finding a sustainable future for the ensemble. Although the failure of this 

first amalgamation attempt left both the Ulster and BBC NI orchestras in disarray, 

these negotiations were not completely in vain, as they paved the way for the 

engagement of the second amalgamation process that took place in later in the 1970s, 

which is analysed in chapter VIII below.

I2t’ Ibid.

I_ Interview with David Greer, 18 August 2011.

128 Storey, ‘In defence of the Ulster Orchestra’, Fortnight, 26 April 1974.
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VII

‘A musical sedative’: Aspects of the Ulster Orchestra’s activities, 1966-81

In February 1974, after an unsuccessful attempt to merge the Ulster Orchestra with 

the BBC NI Orchestra, ACNI resolved to restore the Ulster Orchestra to its full 

strength of 39 players and consolidate its management unit with a view to achieving a 

period of stability. The ACNI Board appointed a Working Party ‘to assess and report 

to the Board on the Council’s policy and practice for the provision of orchestral music 

in Northern Ireland’,1 2 which would spend two years deliberating the future of the 

Ulster Orchestra. ACNI requested that the Working Party undertake a thorough 

examination of the problem and stated in its 1973-4 Annual Report that it would ‘take 

evidence from all persons and organisations interested and will examine the problem 

in the context of orchestral resources in the United Kingdom and the Republic of 

Ireland’." The details of the protracted negotiations between ACNI and the BBC were 

analysed in detail in the previous chapter, though the detrimental effect that these 

discussions had on the Ulster Orchestra throughout the early part of the 1970s should 

also be considered, as uncertainty over the future of the orchestra dampened the 

morale of players and audiences, while many musicians left the orchestra and were 

not replaced. To understand the full context of the Working Party’s considerations 

therefore, an overview of the orchestra’s day to day running throughout this period 

must be examined. As well as the issue of recruitment, the difficulties in maintaining 

an orchestra in the context of the Troubles will also be considered, as the violence and 

unrest prompted the orchestra management to relocate concerts away from the city 

centre and into the suburbs. Aside from its regular subscription concerts, part of the 

orchestra’s remit throughout its existence included provincial touring throughout 

Northern Ireland, collaboration with the BPS, concerts as part of the annual Belfast 

Festival at Queen’s and performances with the various opera companies that have 

existed in the region - each of these aspects of the orchestra’s history will also be 

surveyed.

1 PRONl, AC/1/1/5: ACNI Board Minutes, 6 June 1974.

2 ACNI Annual Report 1973-4, p. 18.



Personnel

The band of players recruited by ACNI when it formed the Ulster Orchestra in 1966 

contained a blend of experienced musicians, many of whom had played previously 

with the RESO, and young musicians whose first professional appointment was with 

the Ulster Orchestra. However, many of these players soon moved on to other jobs, 

often to positions in more established orchestras, something ACNI regarded as ‘a 

considerable compliment to the calibre of the Ulster Orchestra itself.' Among other 

departures, principal cellist Maurice Meulien left to take up a co-leader position in the 

London Symphony Orchestra, Josef Racz was appointed principal double bass with 

the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra, principal viola player Brian Mack went to the 

Royal Philharmonic Orchestra and flautist Edward Beckett left the orchestra to pursue 

a freelance career with his uncle, harpsichord player John Beckett. It was not just 

principal players who departed however; the orchestra experienced a high turnover of 

musicians throughout the early years of its existence: at the beginning of the 1969-70 

season just fourteen of the original thirty-seven players remained.^ Some of the 

players who joined the Ulster Orchestra in 1966 perhaps viewed it as a stepping stone 

to gaining employment in Britain and had not intended to take the position 

permanently, though it is probable that the previously documented problems ACNI 

experienced with the orchestra in the late 1960s encouraged many to leave Ulster. As 

the Troubles developed in the region from 1969 onwards, the situation was 

exacerbated, and by the time the Ulster Orchestra celebrated its ten-year anniversary, 

just two of the musicians who had played with the orchestra in 1966 remained.3 4 * 6 Other 

than the examples listed above, there is no record of where players went after their 

time with the Ulster Orchestra and the absence of this information from the ACNI 

archive means that the only way to gauge player departures/arrivals during this period 

is through the player lists contained in concert programmes. The 1960s and 1970s saw 

the formation of a number of new orchestral ensembles in the United Kingdom,

3 ACNI Annual Report 1969-70. p. 28.

4 ACNI Annual Report 1970-1, p. 23 and interview with Chad Koelmeyer, 21 February 2013.

Ulster Orchestra: Subscription series 1969-70 brochure, p. 4.

6 Ulster Orchestra programme, 8 October 1976. The two players were violinist Bernadette McBrierty 

and clarinettist Christopher King.



including the Orchestra of St John’s (1967), the London Sinfonietta (1968), the City 

of London Sinfonia (1971) and the Scottish Chamber Orchestra (1974), so it is 

possible that the emergence of these new orchestras provided the opportunity for 

players from the Ulster Orchestra to find work elsewhere.

While it was clear that a number of players sought to leave Ulster, the ongoing 

problems facing ACNI and the situation of general unrest in the region combined to 

ensure that finding adequate replacements for these musicians proved to be an issue. 

This situation was summarised by Charles Acton, who wrote in the Irish Times in 

June 1976:

As it was, [players] gradually left and the Arts Council found itself faced 

with the task of trying to fill vacancies during the Troubles. Alas, only a 

few could be filled from the province itself, so that it was a matter of 

persuading people to come into Belfast from elsewhere. And during the 

Troubles, over-publicised throughout these islands and elsewhere, who 

sufficiently competent to get an orchestral job anywhere else would 

willingly go to poor Belfast? As a result, the standard of performance of 

the orchestra dropped a great deal. On the last occasion upon which I 

heard them in Belfast, I was disheartened by the low standard of much of 

the playing ... On their visits south the ever-lowering standards were 

very sad, culminating perhaps in 1974 when, as far away as Venice, I 

heard about their work for the Killamey Bach Festival, when their 

playing was bad and the professional conduct of several of their members 

was deplorable.7

As was suggested by Acton, the civil unrest in Northern Ireland meant that 

many musicians were indeed reluctant to play with the Ulster Orchestra, something
o

that was testified by timpanist David Openshaw, who joined the Ulster Orchestra in 

1972:

Attracting players - the Troubles were a part of the problem and the very 

low wages another problem. So we had to find players that the other

Irish Times, 3 June 1976. 

s See Personalia below.
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orchestras - this is going to sound not the way I mean it - weren’t happy 

to take. We got some very good players out of it 1 must say! Getting 

extras - a lot of freelance players were always a bit dubious about 

coming over, until they first came. Once they came and were in the 

orchestra, and they realised what a sociable lot we were, we never had 

anyone who said they wouldn’t come back. They always had a good time 

and enjoyed themselves, I suppose there wasn’t the pressure of playing 

that the top London orchestras get.9

As well as the ongoing violence in Belfast, the problem of attracting players was 

exacerbated by the orchestra’s reputation. Still a relatively young ensemble, in the 

early 1970s the Ulster Orchestra was relatively unknown in Britain. Commenting on 

the orchestra’s standing, Openshaw described it as ‘insular’ and that ‘very few people 

knew much about the Ulster Orchestra’.10 As an indication of the orchestra’s stature 

in London, when a request from the ACNI Board to be considered for BBC 

Promenade concerts was rejected outright, Malcolm Ruthven, the orchestra’s 

manager, was asked to remind the BBC that the Ulster Orchestra was a full-time 

professional ensemble.11

Throughout the first ten years of its existence the Ulster Orchestra also lacked 

stability in the positions of Principal Conductor and orchestra leader. After the short

lived tenures of Maurice Miles and Sergiu Comissiona, in September 1969 ACNI 

once again sought a conductor. Romanian Edgar Cosma was approached and offered 

the post, though due to the ongoing merger negotiations this was only for twelve 

months in the first instance.1- In the event, Cosma stayed with the orchestra until the 

end of the 1973-74 season, during the worst period of the Troubles and the uncertain 

time when the first attempt to amalgamate with the BBC NI Orchestra took place.1' 

At the end of Cosma’s first full season with the orchestra, ACNI noted that ‘his talent

9 Interview with David Openshaw, 16 April 2013.

10 Interview with David Openshaw, 16 April 2013.

" PRON1, AC/1/1/4: ACNI Board Minutes, 7 April 1971.

~ PRONI, AC/1/5/1: Ulster Orchestra Management Committee Minutes, 9 September 1969.

1 ’ For a photograph of Cosma conducting the Ulster Orchestra in the Hatty Room, see Appendix 8, fig. 

32 below.
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for perfectionist training and highly disciplined musicianship has already paid 

dividends’,14 qualities that would prove important throughout this unsettled time and 

an indication that this conductor proved a valuable asset for the orchestra. At the time 

of his departure, the ACNI Board expressed their appreciation for Cosma’s work in 

Northern Ireland, having ‘maintained remarkably high standards in the contexts of 

civil disturbance and artistic uncertainty’.15 Praise for the conductor’s contribution to 

the musical life of the Northern Ireland was also forthcoming from Rathcol. In a 

review of Cosma’s last concert with the Ulster Orchestra in June 1974 the critic 

commented:

The five years of Cosma’s reign have been momentous ones in the life of 

the province, and a less dedicated man might well have opted for more 

peaceful and settled working conditions. His presence on the rostrum has 

generally been a guarantee of a quest for high standards, and more often 

than not, this was achieved. His reception on this occasion should have 

left no doubt as to his standing in Belfast.* 1*’

As well as having a number of Principal Conductors, during the late 1960s and 

1970s ACNI struggled to attract a suitable leader who would spend a significant 

amount of time with the Ulster Orchestra. After Janos burst resigned from the chair in 

1968, Canadian violinist Meyer Stolow led the orchestra for three years, before 

leaving Ulster to take up the position of No. 3 Leader at the Royal Opera House. In 

his resignation letter, Stolow wrote:

My work here has been a source of pleasure on many occasions and I 

have enjoyed splendid co-operation from the bulk of the players here ... I 

will carry with me pleasant memories from Ulster when I leave.1

However, the violinist also expressed the view that he had been ‘uneasy about various 

aspects of my work’, and decided to look elsewhere for a job. It would become a 

recurring theme that no musicians of this calibre wished to stay in Northern Ireland

14 ACNI Annual Report 1969-70, p. 25.

13 PRONI, AC/1/5/1: Ulster Orchestra Management Committee Minutes, 29 March 1974.

16 Belfast Telegraph, 22 June 1974.

1 PRONI. AC/12/8: Stolow to Peter Montgomery, 6 May 1971.
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for any extended period of time; Stolow’s replacement, Roland Stanbridge, held the 

position until 1974, at which point it became difficult to attract a suitable candidate to 

the post. After ‘extensive enquiries’ had been made it was found that there was little 

interest in the job, and in September 1974 the ACNI Board decided to promote the 

orchestra’s co-leader, Dennis Benson, to the position of leader as he was ‘highly 

thought of by visiting conductors and artists and carried out his musical duties in a 

most respectable manner’.Benson, who had been the orchestra’s acting leader since 

February of that year, did not accept the position, ‘as he felt that it was a mistake to 

close the door to the possibility of attracting a better player’.14 This led to the

unsatisfactory situation whereby the orchestra was without a permanent leader, and
20this persisted until September 1975, when Singaporean Pan Flon Lee was appointed." 

Lee, who remained with the Ulster Orchestra until the end of the 1979-80 season, 

when he took up the position of co-leader with the Halle orchestra, offered some 

stability after a period when the orchestra lacked direction. When speaking about the 

playing standard of the orchestra during the 1970s, David Greer recalled that Lee’s 

arrival had a positive effect on the orchestra:

It was variable. [The orchestra] needed a strong leader, which it didn’t 

always have. When there was a good leader you noticed the tone of the 

orchestra go up. Pan Hon Lee was a great acquisition."1

Chad Koelmeyer also singled out Lee’s appointment as having an uplifting effect on 

player morale after a period of having interim leaders:

Pan Hon Lee was a very good leader really. He was most welcome in the 

orchestra, because we hadn’t had a proper leader for years. We had been 

messing around with people on a weekly basis - it was a disaster! There 

was dissatisfaction in the sections.22

l s PRONI, AC/1/5/1: Ulster Orchestra Management Committee Minutes, 17 September 1974. 

10 PRONI, AC/1/5/1: Ulster Orchestra Management Committee Minutes, 12 November 1974. 

20 For a photograph of Lee, see Appendix 8, fig. 41 below.

21 Interview with David Greer, 18 August 2011.

22 Interview with Chad Koelmeyer, 21 February 2013.
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The period referred to by Koelmeyer - the 1974-5 season - was a time of 

particular upheaval in the orchestra’s personnel. The list of the player vacancies in the 

orchestra at this time was extensive, as is demonstrated by an advertisement in the 

Sunday Times that invited applications to the positions of leader, sub-principal first 

violin, sub-principal second violin, sub-principal viola, rank and file viola, principal 

and sub-principal flutes, principal bassoon and principal trumpet. By January 1975 

seven vacancies remained, an indication that attracting the right calibre of players was 

problematic. As well as the absence of a permanent leader, Cosma’s departure in the 

summer of 1974 left the orchestra without a Principal Conductor, a position that was 

no easier to fill. ACNI decided not to appoint a conductor, but opted instead to 

appoint Alun Francis (who had been the orchestra’s associate conductor since 1971) 

as Resident Conductor, ‘with responsibility for training the orchestra, the day-to-day 

artistic decisions and for advising the [management] Committee on matters of artistic 

policy’.2^ As had been the case with the search for a leader, it was deemed more 

beneficial to promote a figure already who worked with the orchestra already, rather 

than attempt to pursue a conductor of international standing. The stipulation that 

Francis was responsible for ‘training’ the orchestra suggests that the orchestra was in 

need of improvement also, a sorry indication of the ensemble’s decline since its initial 

promise during the mid-1960s. After the impressive results produced by Cosma, the 

appointment of Francis - who had been associated with the orchestra since 1967 - left 

some players unenthusiastic at the prospect of working with the Welshman on a day- 

to-day basis. Speaking about the appointment, Koelmeyer revealed that he did not rate 

Francis’s conducting skills:

That was a funny appointment. Alun was a student conductor who came

to learn his trade here, so at the time they couldn’t get anybody so he

23 Sunday Times, 21 April 1974.

24 PRONI, AC/1/5/1: Ulster Orchestra Management Committee Minutes, 14 January 1975. 

Appointments were made only for the rank and file viola position and principal flute, while the sub

principal position had also become vacant.

25 PRONI, AC/1/5/1: Ulster Orchestra Management Committee Minutes, 29 March 1974.
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wheeled his way in. I don’t know how he became the conductor but he 

was a bit of a disaster! That was a strange period really.

Francis remained in the position of resident conductor until June 1976, when 

he took up the Artistic Directorship of Tehran Opera, and went on to have a career 

working with various European orchestras. Despite the reservations held by some of 

the players, Francis was well thought of within ACNI, and on his departure the 

orchestra’s General Manager, Beatrice Cromie, gave an appreciative appraisal of his 

time in Northern Ireland:

The fact that Alun has been prepared to make his home in Northern 

Ireland - particularly during the recent troubled years - is an indication 

of his dedication to his work here, and the stability and sense of 

continuity afforded by this has been an invaluable asset to the orchestra.

Lee was another who recognised the positive contribution Francis made to the 

orchestra’s fortunes, and expressed his dismay on hearing that the conductor was to 

resign:

I have come to the conclusion that the loss of Alun as Director at this 

stage is more than detrimental to the orchestra.

Alun has been with the orchestra at its lowest ebb and through sheer hard 

work and determination and devotion, it is now on the mend. The 

standard of playing has shot up, though it would be foolhardy to think 

that there isn’t more room for improvement. The discipline in the 

orchestra is more like what one would expect of a professional orchestra.

For a new man to take over at this stage, it would be very difficult to 

sustain these improvements and we cannot afford to let them slip again.

Alun is well-known and well-loved by Northern Irish audiences ... After 

the worst years of the Troubles in the province, audiences are now 

returning to concert halls. It is just this sort of popularity that will help us 

build our audiences again.

26 Interview with Chad ICoelmeyer, 21 February 2013.

27 PRONI, AC/12/13: Statement by Beatrice Cromie, General Manager of the Ulster Orchestra, 5 April 

1976. For biographical information on Cromie, see Personalia below.
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I urge you strongly therefore that we do not allow Alun to sever his 

connections with the orchestra at this moment. I do not deny that there 

are members in the orchestra who do not think the same as I do. This is 

because their thinking is clouded by personal motives. I am sure the

majority of members who care for the well-being of the orchestra will
28agree with me.

As Lee intimated, Francis may not have enjoyed universal popularity among the 

players, though he should be credited with raising the playing standard of the 

orchestra during his time as Resident Conductor. When considering a replacement, 

ACNI placed emphasis on the value of ‘a man on the spot’, something which was 

regarded as central to Francis’s success.29 When discussing a possible appointment at 

a meeting of the orchestra’s management committee, Donald Leggat noted that ‘the 

orchestra had improved considerably over the past two or three years, suggesting that 

this was due to there being a resident conductor’.20 In this respect, the decision to 

appoint Francis to this position in 1974 was vindicated; while he was not the most 

high-profile choice and some factions in the orchestra viewed him with disdain, it 

seems that he was the ideal candidate to rebuild the orchestra at that time.

ACNI were unable to find a replacement conductor when Francis left Ulster 

for Tehran in 1976, though to keep some continuity it was decided that he would 

retain his links with the Ulster Orchestra as Artistic Director, a post he held 

throughout the 1976-7 season.21 When ACNI came to review the Ulster Orchestra’s 

direction in April 1977, the clamour for a resident conductor was not as evident as it 

had done previously - perhaps an indication of the orchestra’s continued 

improvement - and Bryden Thomsonwas appointed the orchestra’s Artistic 

Director,” a position he retained until 1985.

28 PRONI, AC/5/3/2: Lee to Cromie, 2 May 1976.

29 PRONI, AC/1/5/1: Ulster Orchestra Management Committee Minutes, 26 May 1976.

30 Ibid.

,1 PRONI, AC/1/5/1: Ulster Orchestra Management Committee Minutes, 23 June 1976.

32 See Personalia and Appendix 8, fig. 34 below.

33 PRONI, AC/1/5/1: Ulster Orchestra Management Committee Minutes, 15 April 1977.
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The Troubles

As with all aspects of life in Northern Ireland during the early 1970s, the ongoing 

civil unrest affected the Ulster Orchestra’s activities, as schedules were often 

disrupted and safety concerns discouraged audiences from attending concerts in the 

city centre. In a chapter on Arts Administration in Northern Ireland for Stepping 

Stones: The Arts in Ulster 1971-2001, Ian Hill refers to ACNTs ‘steady as she goes’ 

policy throughout ‘the worst decade for the arts in Northern Ireland ... Some new 

initiatives were taken but in themselves they were too small and fragmented to be 

considered as discemable policies’.34 Commenting on the Council’s Annual Reports 

from this period, Hill states that:

One cannot but be struck by the increasingly dusty tone adopted by Ken 

Jamison in his foreword as Director, nor by how the real impact which 

civil unrest had on the arts world in Northern Ireland, was being handled.

The delicate matter of major artists from England avoiding the Troubles- 

tom Province was but hinted at.35

ACNTs approach in reporting the effect of the Troubles on the Ulster Orchestra’s 

activities was certainly understated in the first instance. In its 1969-70 Annual Report 

the Council stressed that ‘in spite of the unsettled state of the city there was no serious 

falling off in the size of audiences’,31’ though this was this still the early stages of the 

Troubles. By the time the 1971-2 report was issued the situation had worsened and the 

orchestra had suffered several ‘cancellations and subsequent alterations in 

programming as an inevitable result of civil unrest’.37 For the orchestra’s 1972-3 

concert brochure, Ruthven wrote of the previous season that:

34 Hill, ‘Arts Administration’, p. 219.

35 Ibid.

36 ACN1 Annual Report 1969-70, p. 28.

ACNI Annual Report 1971-2, p. 23. An example of cancellation affecting the programme occurred 

in April 1971 when Cosma’s absence meant that Volker Wangenheim stood in at short notice. 

Reviewing the concert for Fortnight magazine, Mark Storey wrote that ‘It was one thing to lose the 

conductor, but another to lose half the programme’, as Strauss’s Metamorphosen and Ravel’s Mother 

Goose Suite were replaced by Haydn’s Symphony No. 83 and Beethoven’s Symphony No. 1 

[Fortnight, 2 April 1971, p. 22],
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As the ominous summer deteriorated into a dangerous winter, activities 

in Belfast’s city centre became more and more difficult to maintain. The 

Orchestra believed it had a moral obligation to continue its plans and 

contribute to the support of a quality of life that was fast fading ... The 

resulting modification of some concert programmes and the total 

cancellation of others were severe measures which caused much 

disappointment to the Orchestra’s members and management as they did 

to regular patrons who, in the face of great inconvenience and often very 

real personal dangers, continued to come to the Ulster Hall on Friday 

nights.3*

As Ruthven intimated, throughout the 1970s safety issues meant that many people 

were reluctant to travel into Belfast’s city centre at night, something that did take its 

toll on attendances at the orchestra’s Ulster Hall concerts. From the orchestra’s 

perspective, Koelmeyer recalled that there were sometimes fewer people in the 

audience than onstage for concerts; even in a large auditorium such as the Ulster Hall 

the players could count how many were present, something which became a source of 

amusement amongst the orchestra:

We used to run a little lottery in the band before a concert. 50p into the 

bag, for who could guess the number of people in the audience.

In an explanation of the empty seats at the Ulster Hall, Openshaw described how 

people wouldn’t go into Belfast at night ‘unless you had to, there wasn’t the 

atmosphere of everyone going dining out in Belfast ... you took your chances if you 

came into the city’.40 In reaction to these poor attendances at the Ulster Hall, for its 

1972-3 season the Ulster Orchestra decided to relocate its main concert series to the 

Whitla Hall at QUB, approximately one mile from the city centre. Although the Ulster 

Hall had a more favourable acoustic and was the orchestra’s most established venue 

in the city, ACNI felt it wise to relocate the orchestra’s main concert series to the

3S Ulster Orchestra: 1972-3 Concert Brochure, p. 6.

39 Interview with Chad Koelmeyer, 21 February 2013.

40 Interview with David Openshaw, 16 April 2013.
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relative safety of south Belfast.41 A consequence of ACNI's policy to move the 

orchestra’s activities away from the city centre was that the provincial concerts 

acquired greater significance:

Whilst Belfast concerts suffered declining audiences, attendances at 

country concerts began to markedly increase: it seemed that many 

patrons were prepared to undertake journeys to provincial centres rather 

than risk the city’s hazards.42

The disruption caused by the Troubles was not confined to Belfast, and there were 

occasions when the orchestra’s arrival at a venue was delayed, again something that 

Openshaw recollected:

On occasion we had trouble getting [to the venue] for provincial 

concerts, if there were roadblocks and things in the bad old days. I think 

we were going to Omagh or Strabane and we literally arrived after the 

audience had sat down. We hadn’t eaten anything, we just got off the 

coach, though I think they gave us time to get changed.4'

As well as regional touring, more concerts took place in Belfast’s suburbs as well, the 

Members’ Rooms at Balmoral continued to hold concerts and in 1972-3 a concert 

series took place in the north of the city, at St Peter’s church on the Antrim Road.

Although ACN1 was forced to alter its scheduling arrangements for Ulster 

Orchestra concerts during the 1970s and the problem of attracting decent audiences 

became even more pronounced as a result of the Troubles, the orchestra continued 

with its concert giving duties and deserves a great deal of credit for persevering

41 Ulster Orchestra: 1972-3 conceit brochure, p. 7. While people were reluctant to attend concerts in the 

city centre, the Queen’s University area in south Belfast was much safer, and also provided suitable 

parking facilities. The result was that the Whitla Hall enjoyed much success as a venue during this 

time, not just for Ulster Orchestra concerts. When the QUB choir and orchestra put on a performance 

of Verdi’s Requiem in February 1971, the audience exceeded the hall’s capacity of 1,200, despite there 

being violence in other parts of the city. Raymond Warren, who conducted the concert, described the 

event:

‘That concert, 1 should never forget. Civil disorder and street rioting had got very bad before it. We

42 Ulster Orchestra: 1972-73 concert brochure, p. 7.

4’ Interview with David Openshaw, 16 April 2013.
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throughout this difficult period. At that time the orchestra were based at AEU House 

on the Antrim Road, this location near Carlisle Circus being one of the more 

dangerous flashpoints in the city. Speaking in 1975, Francis relayed an instance when 

a rehearsal in this building took place against the backdrop of gunfire:

I remember once we were rehearsing Die Meistersinger when suddenly 

there was a long burst of machinegun fire, just outside. We simply 

moved away from the windows and played on.44

Although this type of thing was unnerving for the musicians, Francis was in no doubt 

about the value of maintaining an orchestra throughout this period, commenting that 

‘Music is even more important in wartime. People need an escape, and music 

provides a haven of sanity’.4^ An example of the orchestra’s resilience occurred 

during the Ulster Workers’ Strike of May 1974, as concerts continued to take place 

amid protests and violence. This was a particularly turbulent phase of the Troubles, as 

unionists protested against the formation of a power sharing government at Stonnont 

and succeeded in bringing the region to a standstill over a two-week period. 

Roadblocks and intimidation methods were utilised by paramilitaries in order to shut 

workplaces, resulting in sporadic loss of electrical power and petrol shortages. As 

with all walks of life, this impacted on the activities of the Ulster Orchestra, though 

only minor amendments to the concert schedule had to be made. The first instance of 

this was on 24 May, when the orchestra’s concert was transferred from the Ulster 

Museum to the Hatty Room at QUB at short notice, prompting Rathcol to note that:

It is a matter for deep satisfaction that a dedicated body like the Ulster 

Orchestra have continued against all the odds to provide a musical 

sedative.46

It was decided that the event could not take place in the museum during the power 

cuts, as this venue relied heavily on artificial light, and the Belfast Telegraph review 

recorded that thanks to ‘excellent co-operation from Professor Greer', the concert

44 Quoted in Belfast Telegraph, 19 February 1975.

45 Ibid.

^Belfast Telegraph, 25 May 1974.
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took place in the Harty room instead.47 Examples such as this reveal the level of co

operation and goodwill that existed between OUB and ACNI at this time, as Greer’s 

position on the ACNI Board proved a valuable association for the orchestra.

The following week the Belfast Telegraph review reported that it was 

‘business as usual’ when the Ulster Orchestra continued their summer proms series at 

the Members’ Rooms at Balmoral, though this was only after Openshaw stood in at 

short notice to conduct the orchestra after Cosma - the designated conductor for the 

evening - refused to come to Belfast during the strike.49 Amid the continuing strife, 

Rathcol commented that this ‘welcome gesture was rewarded with an audience of 

most encouraging size’,50 an indication of the willingness for the orchestra’s regular 

patrons to maintain their support throughout the civil unrest. The last-minute change 

in conductor meant that only one formal rehearsal was possible, though the review 

noted that the Nocturne from Mendelssohn’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream contained 

‘much distinctive and sensitive playing’ while Elgar’s String Serenade contained 

‘some of the most eloquent string playing heard in a long time’.51 Overall, this was ‘a 

pleasurable concert that deserved the enthusiasm displayed by the audience, and 

indeed, the players’/2 surely a worthy compliment to the conductor and orchestra for 

ensuring the success of this concert in difficult circumstances.

Provincial concerts and touring

Throughout the 1970s, the Ulster Orchestra continued its commitment to provincial 

concerts throughout Northern Ireland that it had undertaken since its inception, and 

also embarked on a number of British tours, which usually took place in September. 

For the main season, a typical week's schedule for the orchestra comprised a rehearsal 

on Tuesday and Wednesday, an out of town concert on Thursday, then a Belfast

4X Belfast Telegraph, 1 June 1974.

44 Interview with David Openshaw, 16 April 2013. 

"Belfast Telegraph, 1 June 1974.

51 Ibid.

52 Ibid.
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concert on Friday. The programme for the Thursday concert would often be repeated 

on Friday, and it was Koelmeyer's recollection that ‘we used to say, “well, that’s a 

rehearsal for the Belfast concert’’, which it probably was’.5' Most weekends were free 

for the musicians, and Monday was a designated day off, when many players 

undertook teaching commitments in local schools.54

For these regional concerts, many of the halls dotted around the region were 

barely adequate for the orchestra’s purposes, and the players often had to make do 

with whatever performance space was available. An example of this was in February 

1975, when the Belfast Telegraph sent a reporter to the orchestra’s concert at the 

Iveagh cinema in Banbridge to write a feature on the ensemble’s work throughout 

Northern Ireland. When asked about the logistics of performing in a cinema rather 

than a concert hall, Charles Miller - the orchestra’s second bassoonist - told Barry 

White that:

It’s a bit cramped up there, and the stage has had to be built out with 

pallets to get us all in, but it’s not so bad. We play anywhere, usually in 

school gymnasia or dance halls. This isn’t the worst, though a lot of the 

sound gets lost. '

While the venues were not ideal. Miller stated that the orchestra was content to 

acknowledge its commitment to regional touring, provided there was some audience 

support:

Sometimes we can travel down from Belfast and find the first six rows 

filled and the rest empty. We played to 30 once, fewer of them than there 

were of us. As long as they are appreciative - that’s the main thing.56

As well as provincial touring throughout Northern Ireland, another important 

aspect of the orchestra’s remit in the early 1970s was to tour throughout Britain and 

the Republic of Ireland. The Ulster Orchestra enjoyed an active presence in the

53 Interview with Chad Koelmeyer, 21 February 2013.

34 This schedule was outlined by both Openshaw (16 April 2013) and Koelmeyer (21 February 2013) 

during interviews.

33 Quoted in Belfast Telegraph, 19 February 1975.

56 Ibid.
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Republic of Ireland, and was regularly invited to give one-off concerts by various 

organisations and societies.^ After it provided the ensemble for Welsh National 

Opera’s season in 1967, in October 1969 the orchestra made its first full UK Tour. 

The first stop was in the north of England to take part in the Newcastle-upon-Tyne 

festival. The orchestra then gave concerts in Darlington and Lancaster before 

travelling to Scotland To give six concerts in various towns under the auspices of the 

Scottish Arts Council’.58 Another visit to England took place in September 1972, with 

concerts in the north, the Midlands and the orchestra’s first appearance in London 

with a performance in the Fairfield Hall, Croydon. These concerts were important for 

the orchestra’s - and indeed Northern Ireland’s - image in Britain, and positive effect 

these tours had is reflected in the coverage received in national newspapers. Keith 

Homer wrote in The Times that:

Under Edgar Cosma the Ulster Orchestra can produce a well controlled 

and pleasing sound ... this was a rewarding performance which makes 

one look forward to next year’s more extended tour of England by the 

orchestra.59

In the Financial Times, Ronald Crichton commented that Haydn’s Symphony No. 44, 

Trauer, ‘produced some expressive playing ... the players from Belfast deserve to be 

heard this side of the water'/1" Further support of the orchestra appeared in Hugh 

Cole’s review for The Guardian-.

As with almost all British orchestras, the efficiency of the playing was 

never in doubt. Wind principals were equal to all demands made on them 

... the strings produced plenty of sounds for a not too full Fairfield Hall.

57 See Appendix 4 below for a list of Ulster Orchestra concerts in the Republic of Ireland, 1966-74. For 

a photograph of the orchestra performing in St Macartan’s Cathedral, Monaghan, see Appendix 8, fig. 

27 below.

58 ACN1 Annual Report 1969-70, p. 28.

The Times, 21 September 1972.

611 Financial Times, 21 September 1972.
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The orchestra has been playing in Belfast all through the Troubles; it is 

encouraging to find that nerves are unshaken and spirits still high, and 

that there is at least one organisation still on the side of sanity.6'

While there were a handful of critics who came to Northern Ireland to review the 

Ulster Orchestra during its inaugural season, generally speaking it was only opera or 

Queen’s Festival events that received attention in the British newspapers, so these 

tours provided good nationwide exposure for the Ulster Orchestra during the early 

1970s.

The following autumn, the orchestra embarked on another British tour, this 

one more extensive than those undertaken previously. According to ACNI 1973-4 

Annual Report:

The tour began in Hull, where the orchestra enjoyed the distinction of 

opening the local Philharmonic Society’s winter season. The next two 

concerts were given in Hawick, and in Newcastle, where the orchestra 

provided a light-hearted Gilbert and Sullivan programme as part of the 

Festival. The whistle-stop tour took in Stirling, Stranraer and Carlisle 

before the journey south to Grimsby for a concert in the Central Hall.

The musicians then played in Ealing and Leicester and in Nottingham 

where they were joined by the radio and television personality, Semprini, 

in a gala concert which proved to be an exciting debut for the orchestra in 

that city. At the conclusion of the tour, at the Royal Northern College of 

Music in Manchester, Iona Brown joined the orchestra in a performance 

of Mendelssohn’s Violin concerto.6'

While this schedule may have looked good on paper, Openshaw recalled that the 

itinerary was far from ideal, geographically speaking, resulting in it being a tiring 

three weeks for the players:

Soon after I joined, there was a tour of England and Scotland, which was 

a nightmare I have to admit. On paper, when they worked it out we were 

getting the ferry over to Stranraer, up through Scotland, down the east

61 The Guardian, 21 September 1972. 

<’2 ACNI Annual Report 1973-4. p. 32.
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coast, all the way down through the east coast of England, to London, up 

through the midlands, Manchester, the last concert was at Lancaster 

University [sic], onto the Heysham boat, and home. The dates didn’t 

work like that, so we ended up zigzagging for three weeks: London, 

Scotland, Wales, we were up and down like a proverbial ... We were 

losing players left right and centre! We were leaving them behind 

because they were absolutely worn out. When you’re on tour, there’s no 

such thing as an early night, after a concert you want to relax a bit. Being 

musicians, relaxing became more than just relaxing, and there were some 

all night sessions, so it was a tiring tour/”

Although tours such as this may have been exhausting for the players, they provided 

the orchestra with some much-needed income at a time when it struggled to fill 

concert halls in Northern Ireland. To cite an example of this benefit, ACNI earned 

about £10,000 from loaning out the orchestra to Welsh National Opera in 1967,64 a 

huge boost to the Council’s finances at this time. This tour, and the other instances 

when the Ulster Orchestra plyed its trade outside Northern Ireland during the 1960s 

and 1970s relieved some financial pressure from ACNI at a time when the orchestra’s 

future was shrouded in uncertainty.

Belfast Festival at Queen’s

From its formation in 1966 until the eventual enlargement in 1981, the Ulster 

Orchestra’s full strength varied from between 37 and 40, meaning that its repertoire 

was restricted, with season brochures often reflecting a strong bias towards the 

classical works of Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven. For the orchestra to perform much 

of the symphonic romantic repertoire, enlargement was necessary, a costly outlay that 

was usually beyond ACNI’s budget. The one time of the year that extra subsidy was 

made available for the orchestra to augment was during the Belfast Festival at 

Queen’s, meaning there was the opportunity to perform works that under normal 

circumstances would not have been possible. The first Belfast Festival took place in

63 Interview with David Openshaw, 16 April 2013.

64 ACNI Annual Report 1967-8, p. 19.
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1964 under the directorship of Michael Emmerson, whose vision was to create ‘a 

huge mark on the development of the arts in Belfast’.61' Emmerson scheduled the 

Festival in November each year in order to create a ‘cultural oasis’ that would 

counteract the poor weather.66 Realising how ‘grey’ this time of year could be in 

Belfast, this was a deliberate attempt to discourage tourists coming to enjoy the 

Festival; the objective instead was that the Festival would be solely for the people of 

Northern Ireland.67

As the Troubles took hold over the region in the 1970s, the Festival continued 

in its role of bringing artists of international standing to Belfast. Under the 

Directorship of Michael Barnes, who ran the Festival from 1973 until 1994, the 

event gained a reputation for being something of cultural feast for two weeks of the 

year. Describing the role of the Festival during the Troubles, Crania McFadden has 

noted:

Quite understandably, few artists clamoured to come to a country where 

bombs exploded indiscriminately, but throughout these troubled times the 

Belfast Festival refused to shut up shop. Each November, audiences who 

were for the other eleven months of the year starved of the range of 

events that would be a staple in Belfast’s equivalent British cities, could 

come to feast at the Festival’s table ... Festival was seen as hugely 

important for members of the arts going public - a sign of faith in better 

things to come.

As Festival events were centred almost exclusively around QUB and catered for an 

audience largely drawn from south Belfast’s affluent areas, " the image of ‘Malone

° Belfast Festival Anthology <www.belfastfestivalanthology.com/history-of-the-festival> (Accessed 8 

August 2013).

w Quote from Emmerson, at a talk given as part of the Belfast Festival, 2 November 2012 (for 

biographical information on Emmerson, see Personalia below).

67 Ibid.

M See Personalia below.

<9 McFadden, ‘Reporting the Arts’, in Stepping Stones, p. 251.

1 In an interview, composer Philip Hammond - a student at QUB during the 1960s - described the 

Festival as existing in a south Belfast ‘bubble’ that was removed from the Troubles. He also suggested
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ffiddling while the Falls was burning’ was conjured, though McFadden suggested that 

tthe local media was ‘more often than not glad of the light relief provided by the 

{Festival’.'1 As well as providing Belfast’s citizens with a cultural haven, the Festival 

was used to present an image of normality from Belfast to the rest of the British Isles. 

(Coverage of events regularly appeared in national broadsheets, with - according to 

hVIcFadden - critics flown in at the instigation of the Northern Ireland Office.72 

/Antony Thomcroft was one example of a reviewer being sent to Belfast to cover the 

{Festival for the Financial Times, and he described impact of the events:

Throughout the devastation of the past decade the arts in Belfast have 

been kept alive by the annual festival based in the neutral grounds of 

Queen’s University ... The charm of the Festival is in its roots, its 

closeness to the community.

There is a growing moral tolerance and sophistication ... If the new 

optimism is well founded the arts could be on the brink of a great revival 

in Northern Ireland.7’

lit should be noted that this nationwide exposure did not only come about during the 

Troubles, the Festival fortnight gained some attention during the 1960s as well. Under 

tthe headline ‘Oasis for a fortnight’, in December 1968 the Financial Times described 

Belfast as ‘neither a very promising nor a very welcoming venue for a festival’.74 

IDominic Gill’s review for the newspaper continued with this thread:

Clearly, Belfast is not an easy place to run a festival. But whatever its 

failings, this festival’s worthy and undoubted achievement has been to

tthat it was in the interest of university academics to keep the Festival running, as it was they who 

jattended events [Interview with Philip Hammond, 1 November 2010]. For further biographical 

iinformation on Hammond, see Personalia below.

71 McFadden: ‘Reporting the Arts’, p. 252.

^ Ibid.

’ Financial Times, 18 November 1978.

74 Financial Times, 2 December 1968.
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create some kind of workable oasis of artistic excitement and activity in a 

city that is relatively barren in culture.75

Gill concluded - somewhat prophetically - that ‘the festival may yet turn out to be 

one of Ulster’s most important assets’,76 and the concerts given by the Ulster 

Orchestra were an ever-present feature in the annual programming.

It was often the case that the Ulster Orchestra could rely on these concerts for 

attracting a larger audience than their regular subscription concerts. In part, this was 

due to the different repertoire offered, though the advantage of having the Festival 

Society promote the concert in addition to the orchestra’s own advertising contributed 

to this also. Emmerson’s departure from Belfast to run the Newcastle-upon-Tyne 

Festival meant that in 1970 and 1971 the Festival did not take place, though the 

Festival Society continued to organise one-off events during these years. One such 

event was an Ulster Orchestra concert in September 1970 in the Whitla Hall, featuring 

a programme of Smetana’s overture to The Bartered Bride, Schubert’s Symphony No. 

8, Stravinsky’s Firebird Suite (1919 version) and Dvorak’s Symphony No. 9. The 

orchestra was augmented to 64 players on this occasion, and in the Belfast Telegraph 

Betty Lowry recorded that:

It was a heart-warming sight to see the enormous queue which greeted 

ticket holders on arrival at the Whitla Hall ... The platform seemed a 

little congested, but the full orchestral sound was very satisfying and 

often brilliant despite the conditions of this hall ... The enthusiasm of the 

audience shows that there is clearly a large public for “big band” concerts 

of popular classics.7

The return of the Festival Fortnight in 1972 featured the Ulster Orchestra performing 

a concert of Harty’s The Children of Lir Suite and Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9, 

while the following week the orchestra received considerable augmentation in order 

to play Berlioz’s overture to Benvenuto Cellini alongside Chopin’s Piano Concerto 

No. 2 with Hanae Nikajima, Strauss's Vier letzte lieder with Heather Harper and

6 Ibid.

Belfast Telegraph, 29 September 1970.
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Delius’s Over the Hills and Far away. By 1974, the Festival fare provided by the 

orchestra was less ambitious, with a programme containing Mozart’s Flute concerto 

in D and Schubert’s Symphony No. 9, while for the 1975 Festival the orchestra 

combined with the BPS to perform an all Brahms programme of his Tragic overture. 

Song of Destiny and German Requiem. This annual augmentation continued into the 

late 1970s, giving audiences the opportunity to hear works that otherwise would not 

have been performed in Northern Ireland, and the popularity of these concerts pre

empted the success that the enlarged Ulster Orchestra enjoyed from 1981 onwards.7X

Belfast Philharmonic Society

As with provincial concerts, touring and the annual Belfast Festival, a staple part of 

the Ulster Orchestra’s activities at this time was its association with the BPS and the 

various opera companies that served the region throughout the period. Prior to the 

Ulster Orchestra’s formation in 1966, both the BPS and the Grand Opera Society of 

Northern Ireland were served by the CBO, and one of the primary justifications in 

fonning the Ulster Orchestra in the wake of its predecessor’s demise was that there 

would be no ensemble in Northern Ireland able to provide for the BPS or opera. 1 The 

BPS performed three subscription concerts each year, in addition to the annual 

Messiah concerts at Christmas, of which there were usually three performances. 

These concerts were interspersed with the Ulster Orchestra’s main season, while 

GOSNI (renamed Northern Ireland Opera Trust in 1970 - NIOT) put on two opera 

productions over a one-week period in May of each year. This situation remains 

largely unchanged today, as opera and choral concerts are still a central part of the 

orchestra’s remit.

7X It is worth noting that it was not only during Festival that the orchestra was augmented. Occasionally 

the orchestra’s main season would include a programme that would require extra players, for example a 

performance of Mahler’s Symphony No. 4 on 23 February 1973. QUB also regularly hired the 

orchestra and provided the extra subsidy needed to pay extras, often for a performance of one of 

Hamilton Harty’s orchestral works [this information was provided by David Greer in an interview, 18 

August 2011].

' PRONI, AC/1/2/3: Memo from T.S. Turner, Chairman of ACN1 Music Committee, 4 December 

1964.
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Although BPS benefitted from having a full-time professional ensemble at its 

disposal for the first time in its history, relations with ACNI concerning its 

collaboration with the Ulster Orchestra were occasionally fraught. One such occasion 

was in February 1969, when Hooton Mitchell, President of the society, wrote to 

Michael Whewell to protest at the advertisement for a concert featuring both his choir 

and the Ulster Orchestra. Mitchell wrote:

My Committee has asked me to protest strongly about the layout of the 

advertisement of the Philharmonic Concert, which appeared in the 

Newsletter. At the top, in big-type, is “Ulster Orchestra”. Then comes 

“Sergiu Comissiona” - then the names of soloists, and underneath all, in 

small type as a sort of afterthought - “with the Belfast Philharmonic 

Society”.

1 personally think this is a disgrace. People go to our concerts to hear the 

chorus of the Philharmonic singing the various great works which are 

performed, and are not greatly concerned with the orchestra which 

accompanies them - and to relegate us to the bottom of the poll, so to 
speak, is extremely disturbing.so

To emphasise his point regarding audiences wishing to hear the BPS and not the 

Ulster Orchestra, he enclosed a letter from one of the choir’s subscribers, who 

commented:

For some years I sang in the chorus of the Philharmonic, and since then 

have been a constant subscribing member. I object very strongly to our 

Society being relegated to second place.

I am a subscriber and supporter of the Philharmonic Society - not to the 

Ulster Orchestral1

At a time when the Ulster Orchestra struggled to attract audiences, the comments here 

about this BPS subscriber not being a supporter of the Ulster Orchestra are revealing, 

as they indicate that some who attended BPS concerts did not identify themselves as 

:bllowers of the Ulster Orchestra and were not interested in supporting orchestral

11 PRONl, AC/12/27: Letter from Mitchell to Whewell, 21 February 1969.
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music in Belfast. Loyalties such as this to one organisation, but not another, partly 

explain why support for the Ulster Orchestra was lacking throughout the late 1960s 

and into the 1970s.

Aside from disagreements between the management of the BPS and ACNI - 

Whewell described Mitchell’s letter as ‘one of the most hurtful and insensitive things 

1 have seen since coming to Northern Ireland’ - there were occasionally criticisms 

of the levels of performance attained by the choral society also. Despite its amateur 

status, for one concert featuring Brahms’s Ein deutsches Requiem (coincidentally, the 

same concert referred to in the Mitchell/Whewell correspondence above), Comissiona 

complained to Peter Montgomery about the level of commitment shown by some 

choir members:

Please would you arrange to discuss with the Board of the Arts Council 

the problem of the Belfast Philharmonic Society.

Certainly I consider of great importance that the relationship between the 

Ulster Orchestra and the Belfast Philharmonic Society must be one of co

operation and unless the whole spirit and seriousness improves greatly, it 

is not the artistic interest of the orchestra to continue working with them.

I must say that some of the choral group are unsuitable to be members. I 

understand this is a very delicate matter, but my intention is not to 

disassociate the orchestra with the chorus but to improve the artistic 

standard."”

It seems that Comissiona was disgruntled by poor attendance at BPS rehearsals 

leading up to the concert, writing in a letter to Mitchell that:

I feel that since I made a special effort to arrive from the United States 

for this concert, the members could at least have shown some respect and 

enthusiasm by their prompt attendances.

The Philharmonic Society showed at their previous concert that they are 

able to be an ensemble of high quality. This time, the members did not

” PRONI, AC/12/27: Letter from Whewell to Mitchell, 24 February 1969.

PRONI, AC/12/34: Letter from Comissiona to Montgomery, 28 April 1969. For a photograph of 

Comissiona conducting the Philharmonic, see Appendix 8, fig. 17 below.
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make enough serious effort to learn their parts or the ambition to create a 

high, artistic level. I also believe that some of the members are not able 

to be members of the Philharmonic Chorus.84

Despite Comissiona’s protestations, the Ulster Orchestra continued its association 

with the BPS, and while this episode suggests that some members were tardy in their 

attendance and punctuality, this cannot be entirely unexpected when an unpaid 

amateur chorus is involved. Throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s the BPS chorus 

proved itself capable of performing challenging works, including Beethoven’s Missa 

Solemnis (1970), Dvorak’s Stabat Mater (1971), Elgar’s The Dream of Gerontius 

(1971) and Verdi’s Messa da Requiem (1974), and the inclusion of these works in 

concert programmes was of significant value to the Ulster Orchestra as well as the 

BPS. As with other musical ensembles, the BPS did not cease its activities during the 

Troubles. The continuation of rehearsals in difficult circumstances is perhaps more 

impressive for the BPS than the Ulster Orchestra given its amateur status, something 

that was acknowledged by ACNI in its 1971-2 Annual Report:

This might be the proper place to remember that the Province’s 

musicians have travelled to and from rehearsals week after week during 

menacing and dangerous times, and have had to overcome considerable 

difficulties in order to maintain their high standards and keep our music 

alive.88

Opera

From its formation in 1966, one of the primary commitments of the Ulster Orchestra 

was to provide the orchestra for the local opera company, GOSNI.8<’ Funded by 

ACNI, this was a fully professional company that specialised in the Italian opera 

repertoire and performed in Belfast each spring. In a short history of the company,

s4 PRONI, AC/12/34: Letter from Comissiona to Mitchell, 22 February 1969.

ACNI Annual Report, 1971-2, p. 22.

4(1 In 1970 the society was renamed the Northern Ireland Opera Trust, which continued to present 

annual seasons of opera until 1984, when the newly formed Opera Northern Ireland became the main 

provider of opera in the region.
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Leslie McCarrison (Rathcol) recorded that ‘most of the GOSNI productions were 

mounted in conjunction with an Italian based impresario, who offered a package deal 

of principals, producer and conductor, scenery and costumes for each opera’.87 Prior 

to GOSNI’s formation in 1958, the region was served by touring companies from 

Britain, the most frequent visitor being the Carl Rosa Opera Company. The demise 

of the Carl Rosa prompted two local singers - John Patterson and John Lewis- 

Crosby - to establish a company capable of staging grand opera in Belfast as a 

means of fdling the vacuum left by the loss of these visits.90 Perhaps the most famous 

occasion in GOSNI’s history was in 1963 when Luciano Pavarotti sang the role of 

Lieutenant Pinkerton in Puccini’s Madama Butterfly, the tenor’s first appearance in 

the United Kingdom. Pavarotti’s appearance in Belfast was an example of GOSNI 

engaging young up and coming singers; this allowed to company to keep costs down, 

while the singers gained the experience of performing in a professional production. 

Speaking about the history of the company, Elizabeth Bicker91 - NIOT Chorus master 

1976-82 - outlined this objective:

Their aim was to bring Italian opera, and the chair was Leo Forte. He was 

the Italian consul and obviously had Italian parentage, and because of 

that Italians took their chance to come and perform in Belfast, so that 

they could put on their CV that they’d performed in the UK. A critic 

from London would come over, and they'd get noticed. Pavarotti gave 

his first operatic performance in Belfast.9'

The majority of GOSNI’s productions took place in the Grand Opera House 

(GOH), a Victorian theatre designed by Frank Matcham which had regularly hosted 

touring companies since it opened in 1894. Situated in Belfast’s city centre, by the 

second half of the twentieth century this theatre had established itself as the primary

8 McCarrison, ‘The bass in shorts’, p. 69.

81 For a full list of visiting companies 1945-85, see Appendix 5 below.

81 McCarrison, ‘The bass in shorts’, p. 69. According to McCarrison, Patterson had been a principal 

with the Carl Rosa, while Lewis-Crosby was also an accomplished singer.

91 For a list of GOSNI/NIOT productions 1958-85, see Appendix 6 below.

81 See Personalia below.

8 Interview with Elizabeth Bicker, 15 August 2011.
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venue for opera in the city, however - as was the case with the Ulster Hall - the 

impact of the Troubles meant that by the 1970s many were wary of travelling to the 

venue. With there being opera productions for just one week per year, the primary use 

of the theatre was as a cinema, and in 1972 the Rank-Odeon cinema chain (who had 

owned the GOH since 1960) could no longer sustain its poor attendances and took the 

decision to close the theatre. As the 1970s progressed Matcham’s theatre lay derelict, 

falling into a state of disrepair. Although the GOH itself was never bombed. Great 

Victoria Street, where it was situated, suffered a number of bombings throughout the 

Troubles, and the theatre was often affected by blasts at the nearby Europa Hotel, 

infamous for being the most bombed hotel in Europe.93 It was not until 1980 that the 

GOH was reopened, having been acquired by ACNI and undergone an extensive 

renovation thanks to a Department of Education grant.94 As a result of the theatre’s 

closure, from 1972 onwards NIOT maintained a nomadic existence, performing in 

different venues throughout Belfast, including the Grove Theatre in north Belfast and 

the ABC Cinema in the city centre.9' By 1977, however, the Grove Theatre had 

suffered bomb damage and the ABC Cinema was destroyed in a fire, effectively 

meaning that every theatre suitable for the staging of opera in Belfast was rendered 

inoperative. At short notice, for NIOT’s 1978 season, the productions of Verdi's La 

traviala and Rossini’s II barbiere di Siviglia were replaced by a series of Gala 

concerts and concert performances of La traviata in the Guildhall, Derry, the Great 

Hall in the Royal Belfast Academical Institution and the Whitla Hall. This situation 

continued for the Trust’s 1979 season, when concert performances of Verdi’s Aida 

and Wagner’s Derfliegende Hollander were performed in the Whitla Hall. This was a 

sad state of affairs for the company and it was only when the GOH reopened in 1980 

that it could stage productions once again. This disruption meant that NIOT was 

affected by the Troubles more than any other musical organisation as there were 

perhaps more difficulties posed when it came to staging opera than any other art form, 

something that accorded the Trust a great deal of sympathy. Echoing its earlier tribute 

to the members of the BPS Chorus, in its 1976-7 Annual Report, ACNI signalled its

93 Bardon, A History of Ulster, p. 813.

94 ACNI Annual Report 1979-80, p. 17.

For a photograph of NIOT’s 1972 production of L ’Elisir d'Amore in the Grove Theatre, see 

Appendix 8, fig. 37 below.
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appreciation for the work undertaken by those involved with NIOT following the 

ABC Cinema fire:

The achievements of those organisations that provide for the recreational 

and cultural life of the Province stand out as beacons of hope. Like 

participants in an obstacle race, they have, on occasions, to pick their 

way through unconventional situations. It is a remarkable tribute to the 

artists, and especially to the administrators that they are unfailingly 

resourceful. Such a challenge now faces the Northern Ireland Opera Trust 

which, in recent years, has presented its annual season in the ABC 

Cinema. In making whatever arrangements it can the Trust will have the 

full sympathy and support of its many well-wishers.96

While NIOT endured many difficulties in staging productions in the late 

1970s, the Ulster Orchestra maintained its link with the Trust, and the use of a 

professional orchestra proved to be a valuable asset for the performance of opera in 

Northern Ireland. Prior to the Ulster Orchestra’s formation the CBO accompanied 

GOSNTs productions, though because this ensemble was part-time and was not fully 

professional, there were considerable difficulties in scheduling rehearsals. In an essay 

documenting the development of GOSNI/NIOT, Douglas Armstrong97 - the 

company’s chorus master, 1958-75 - noted that the formation of the Ulster Orchestra 

was of great value to opera in the region:

One of the biggest problems in the early days was the recruitment of a 

capable orchestra, a great factor for success in any season. The BBC 

players were a tremendous help, playing either en masse as a core round 

which the opera orchestra was built or as individual members prepared to 

play on very limited rehearsals. The formation of the Ulster Orchestra 

and the consequent co-operation between the Society and the Arts 

Council has realised the dreams of the Society’s originators, namely to

ACNI Annual Report 1976-7, p. 10. 

9 See Personalia below.
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provide an established following with Grand Opera and to explore the
98operatic repertoire.

For the orchestral musicians, the opportunity to play a different type of 

repertoire was a welcome break from the standard fare for small orchestra that 

comprised their regular concerts. Speaking about performing opera, Koelmeyer 

commented that ‘we used to do so much opera, it was fantastic’, though he also 

recalled that conditions in the GOH pit were less than satisfactory:

We’d always complain about the pit in the opera house because it really 

was the worst. They’ve probably improved it by now, but it was very 

narrow and it was smelly, because you know the opera house was built 

over the old canal. But we survived - we used to play in such conditions 

there, you hadn’t even room to do a full bow."

Conditions were better in the ABC Cinema, a venue much preferred by the players 

according to Openshaw:

It was always a nice change. In the ABC theatre we were in front of the 

stage, so we could see everything that was going on, which was quite 

interesting. When the Opera House reopened it became quite boring 

because you couldn't see a thing.100

The other locally-based opera company to benefit from having the Ulster 

Orchestra at its disposal - albeit to a lesser extent - was the SOG, an amateur group 

established by Havelock Nelson101 in 1950 and which operated until 1984.1(L On 

Nelson’s arrival in Belfast in 1947, he wasted no time in immersing himself in the 

musical life of the region, and assumed conducting duties of the recently formed

9N Douglas Armstrong, ‘Overture and beginners please’, in Ulster Orchestra: 1972-3 Season brochure,

p. 26.

99 Interview with Chad Koelmeyer, 21 February 2013.

IH<) Interview with David Openshaw, 16 April 2013.

1(11 See Personalia and Appendix 8, fig. 25 below.

11,2 For a full list of SOG productions 1960-84, see Appendix 7 below. For photographs of some SOG 

productions, see Appendix 8, figs 35, 36 & 38 below.
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Studio String Orchestra.103 Nelson used this amateur ensemble as the basis for SOG, 

utilising the orchestra along with some of the finest singers resident in Ulster to 

pursue his musical penchant - opera. SOG specialised in chamber opera repertoire, 

mounting small-scale productions that were suitable for performance in a number of 

venues in Belfast and across Northern Ireland. Touring became a fundamental aspect 

of the company’s activities; once a production was performed in Belfast, it was 

presented in various regional towns, bringing opera to audiences that would otherwise 

not have access to this type of music. Damian Frame, who grew up in Newry during 

the 1970s, recalled the importance of SOG productions for regional centres in 

Northern Ireland:

One thing l do remember making an impression on me was Havelock 

Nelson’s Studio Opera, which was a semi-professional outfit with a 

backbone of the best local singers. There was an accessibility about that;

I remember them in Newry Town Hall, doing Mozart’s Don Giovanni, 

with a string quartet. They did like a cut-down version on piano quintet, 

but you still got to see a Mozart opera.104

The emphasis SOG put on touring combined with the different repertoire meant that 

this company was not in competition with its larger, more professional operatic 

counterpart in the region, and in many ways the contrasting roles of GOSNI and SOG 

meant that the two organisations complemented each other.

Although it received a small amount of subsidy from ACNI, SOG was 

completely self-contained and solely used singers from within its own ranks, 

something those involved with the company regarded as one of their great strengths. 

The leading roles were generally sung by performers who were well known locally, 

though not celebrated outside Northern Ireland; James Parr, Una O’Callaghan, Irene 

Sandford among others. One reason why SOG was able to thrive was that Northern 

Ireland had such a rich pool of vocal talent throughout this era, largely due to a small 

group of very fine teachers active in the immediate post-war years: for example Carys

l(,J Founded in 1947, the Studio String Orchestra later developed into the Studio Symphony Orchestra. 

This ensemble was formed with the intention of giving local amateur musicians the opportunity to play 

a wide range of music, and the orchestra continues in this tradition today.

!"4 Interview with Damian Frame, 30 April 2014.
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Denton, who had had a distinguished career at Covent Garden, and Frank Capper who 

directed fortnightly concerts in Belfast’s Performers’ Club. In his memoirs, Nelson 

attributed the longevity of the company to this volume of local singers:

At that time we thrived, there were many more local talented singers 

around. Nowadays they disappear across the water.105

The quality of the singers is something that McKee has attributed the company’s 

success:

SOG scored with the public when it came to actual performance because 

Nelson’s hand-picked singers knew each other’s strengths and 

weaknesses and tended to produce performances that were cohesive and 

strong in terms of ensemble.100

This unity of purpose ensured that SOG became a well-oiled machine, and helps 

explain why the company was able to sustain itself over a long period.

During the early years of its existence, for its Belfast productions SOG 

performed with either the Studio Symphony Orchestra or a smaller band of local 

musicians, depending on the forces required, while touring productions were 

performed with two-piano accompaniment. By the 1970s, however, the company had 

established itself and became more ambitious in its outlook. The success of touring 

productions meant that ACNI had taken a greater financial interest in SOG’s 

activities, allowing for programming to become more adventurous as well as 

engaging the Ulster Orchestra to accompany productions. This was, however, only the 

case for some productions, the Studio Symphony Orchestra being utilised for the 

remainder of SOG’s performances. For example, the 1974 season included II barbiere 

cli Siviglia with the Ulster Orchestra and Britten’s The Rape of Lucretia with the 

Studio Chamber Ensemble on alternate evenings. Split presentations such as this were 

to become the norm, and the involvement of professionals inevitably raised the 

standard of performance. This association with the Ulster Orchestra continued until 

SOG’s disbandment in 1984, at which point ACNI took the decision to wind up NIOT 

as well, and Opera Northern Ireland was formed in place of the two companies that

1 b Nelson, A Bank of Violets, p. 44.

1)6 McKee, ‘Classical Music’, p. 157.



had existed previously. The Ulster Orchestra was used for Opera Northern Ireland 

productions in the same manner that it had performed with NIOT and SOG until this 

company’s demise in 1998. In 2011, after a period in which there was no locally 

produced opera in the region, a new company - NI Opera - was formed. This 

company is dedicated to staging large productions in the GOH and bringing smaller 

productions to towns across Northern Ireland, meaning that it is based upon the 

combined principles as SOG and NIOT. As with its predecessors, NI Opera utilises 

the Ulster Orchestra for its main productions, ensuring that the orchestra continues its 

close links with opera performance in Northern Ireland, something that has 

constituted a central part of its output since its formation in 1966.
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VIII

‘It will certainly demand diplomacy and courage’: The enlargement of the Ulster

Orchestra, 1974-81

Following the failure of the first attempt by ACNI and the BBC to merge the Ulster 

Orchestra and BBC NI Orchestra in 1974, ACNI established a Working Party to find 

a manageable solution for the continued maintenance of this ensemble. After two 

years of examining the role of the Ulster Orchestra in Northern Ireland’s cultural life, 

the Working Party came to the conclusion that a merger with the BBC NI Orchestra 

would provide a sustainable solution for orchestral music in the region, resulting in 

ACNI and the BBC reopening negotiations for a proposed merger of the orchestras. 

This chapter discusses the Working Party’s deliberations from 1974 to 1976, before 

documenting the various aspects of the negotiations aimed at achieving an orchestra 

merger in Northern Ireland. Although this second amalgamation attempt ultimately 

failed, it paved the way for the formation of the independent Ulster Orchestra Society 

Ltd in 1980, meaning that, for the first time in its existence, the Ulster Orchestra’s 

management was separate from ACNI. This development coincided with the BBC’s 

decision to disband its Northern Ireland orchestra, and the upshot of this was that the 

Ulster Orchestra employed many of these musicians in an enlarged ensemble in return 

for a subsidy from the BBC, with additional sponsorship from the Gallaher Tobacco 

Company and Belfast City Council.1 Although this was not the amalgamation 

envisioned by ACNI and BBC in the various proposals put forward during the 1970s, 

the objective of the two organisations combining forces and subsidy to create a large 

symphony orchestra was realised, as had been intended throughout the merger 

negotiations.

The Ulster Orchestra Working Party

In the wake of its failed amalgamation attempt with the BBC NI Orchestra in 1974, 

the Ulster Orchestra’s management concentrated on bringing the orchestra up to a full 

complement of players so as to redress the arrangement whereby vacancies were not

1 PRONI, AC/5/3/15: Ulster Orchestra Society Press statement, 28 January 1981.
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filled during the initial merger proposals. In a document entitled ‘A brief account of 

orchestral music in Northern Ireland since 1950’, Ken Jamison commented that this 

was undertaken without haste, ‘because of the almost unbearable strain of maintaining 

an orchestra with temporary appointments and continually changing members’.2 * 

Having decided to establish a Working Party to assess ACNI’s approach to orchestral 

provision in March 1974, the Council spent the remainder of that year approaching 

potential members of the group so as to identify those with relevant knowledge and 

expertise.' The Council achieved this by engaging Gerald McDonald as the Working 

Party’s ‘expert member’,4 a figure who became an influential sounding board and 

point of contact for ACNI on matters relating to orchestral music for the remainder of 

the 1970s. McDonald had a career background comprising various important 

positions in arts administration, including General Manager of the Royal Liverpool 

Philharmonic and New Philharmonia orchestras and Head of Music for BBC North. 

Once the group had been established, in January 1975, ACNI issued a press statement 

outlining its purpose:

The Arts Council has set up an independent Working Party to prepare a 

report on the Council’s policy and practice for the provision of orchestral 

music in Northern Ireland.

This follows concern about the high subsidy necessary for the Ulster 

Orchestra ... The Working Party will meet over the course of the present 

year, and an opportunity will be provided for people and organisations 

interested to make written and, where appropriate, oral submissions.5

There were few public utterances of the Working Party’s progress after this 

initial statement, though in private, meetings took place with various musical 

organisations in the region to ascertain the importance of the orchestra’s role, as well

2 PRONI, AC/5/3/5: K.en Jamison, ‘A brief account of orchestral music in Northern Ireland since 

1950’, 5 February 1975.

’ The Working Party was chaired by Patrick Shea, then Chairman of Enterprise Ulster, while the 

remaining members of the group were: Professor J. Bates, Dr J.M Bean, Professor Brian Boydell, Mr J. 

Bryson, Mr D. Leggat and Mr H.E. Smyth.

4 PRONI, AC/5/3/5: ACNI News Release, 30 January 1975.

5 Ibid.
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as gauging what the perception of this ensemble was from these institutions, which 

included the Belfast Festival at Queen’s, NIOT, Ulster College of Music and QUB.'1 

As well as the appraisals from these organisations, in order to achieve a 

comprehensive understanding of the issue, the views of ACNI itself and the Ulster 

Orchestra players were also welcomed. For his part, Jamison suggested that there was 

no market for an orchestra of forty players in Northern Ireland. Questioning the 

appeal of an ensemble this size to the general public, he noted:

Halls suitable to employ the orchestra for concerts were not always 

available in towns supporting a population of sufficient size to provide a 

reasonable audience; and with a total population of 1 Vi million, the 

orchestra had a small catchment area compared with those enjoyed by the 

English orchestras.6 7

Although he did not provide an alternative solution, Jamison essentially intimated that 

the existing situation was not feasible, particularly as the amount of per capita subsidy 

on the arts was lower in Northern Ireland than compared to other parts of the United 

Kingdom, as is demonstrated by Table 6.

Table 6: Spending, per capita, on the arts for total population, (year ending 
March 1975) 8

Overall Music

Wales 68p 28p

Scotland 42p 20p

England 36p 15p

Northern Ireland 25p 14p

6 For further information on the orchestra’s involvement with the Belfast Festival and NIOT, see pp. 

238-42 & pp. 245-52 above. The Ulster College of Music and QUB both relied on the Ulster 

Orchestra’s players for tuition purposes, while maintaining close links with ACNI.

FRONT AC/5/3/6: Minutes of the Working Party Meeting, 14 February 1975.

s PRON1, AC75/3/7: Working Party Statistics. Data excludes administration costs.
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With such a proportionally low amount spent, Northern Ireland was clearly in a 

disadvantaged position in relation to spending not only on orchestral music, but other 

aspects of the arts, meaning that ACNI was in a position where it needed to maximise 

the slender resources at their disposal.

The basis for the formation of the Working Party combined with this subsidy 

imbalance must have been unnerving for the Ulster Orchestra players, as the 

sustainability of their occupation was being analysed.4 The report put forward by the 

Orchestral Players’ Committee did, however, stress that ‘we feel we are not here to 

justify the existence of the orchestra, but to explain our present role in the cultural life 

of Northern Ireland'.9 10 The report proceeded to identify the Troubles as having a 

significant impact on the orchestra’s position:

This seems a rather inappropriate moment to make a completely fair 

assessment of the orchestra, as in our relatively short life we have had 

numerous unique problems to overcome. The orchestra has had to work 

against the difficult background of‘the Troubles’, which started only two 

years after the formation of the orchestra, and we have had to contend 

with constantly changing management, which at last would appear to 

have stabilised into its present form ... Thus the Ulster Orchestra, in its 

eight years of existence, has had unique problems to overcome.'1

The Players’ Committee also outlined the important role of the players beyond their 

work with the orchestra, particularly the impact that a professional body of musicians 

resident in the region had on music education:

These [educational] concerts are an invaluable help in forming and 

developing a musical awareness in the children in the province. We feel 

we cannot stress too strongly this aspect of our work here.

9 The musicians were fully aware of the attempt at merging the Ulster Orchestra with the BBC N1 

orchestra earlier in the 1970s, due to ACNI’s inability to subsidise the orchestra adequately (See pp. 

181-2 above). When the Working Party was formed in the wake of the failure of the proposed merger, 

it was well known that funding remained an issue for the Council.

" PRONI, AC/5/3/7: Report by the Orchestra Players Committee, 13 March 1975.
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While on the subject of school children, this seems an ideal time to 

mention the enormous amount of time spent by many of the orchestra’s 

players in private tuition, both at schools and colleges, and also privately 

at home. We have been told personally by various schools, colleges and 

other establishments, that their music departments could not function 

with the same success without the help of the Ulster Orchestra players, 

and in some cases they would not survive at all.12

As well as the obvious cultural value for audiences of having a professional 

orchestra presenting concerts throughout the year, the ensuing educational benefits for 

Northern Ireland should not be underestimated, something which was corroborated by 

Daphne Bell, Director of the Ulster College of Music,1' in a submission she made to 

the Working Party. Reiterating the points made in the Players’ Committee Report, 

Bell noted:

Perhaps more than most people, I can speak with authority about both 

Ulster and BBC personnel, as they have honoured the College by acting 

as Tutors. My teaching policy in the College has been that our students 

receive their musical education from working orchestral players as these 

people are able to demonstrate their particular instrument with the correct 

tone. Alas, it is not fully realised - even by eminent Headmasters and 

Headmistresses - that the initial stages of holding and/or blowing an 

instrument must be of necessity be taught by the person who plays the 

instrument. Sadly, when people come to the college across from group 

tuition the Tutors complain bitterly how difficult it is to right physical 

defects which have not been noticed during these, to my mind, totally

12 Ibid

|J The Ulster College of Music was founded in 1966 by Bell, who was then a Lecturer in Music at 

Stranmillis Teacher Training College. The Ulster College was highly regarded for its standard of 

tuition and as well as local professional players, Bell recruited tutors from other parts of Ireland. One 

such example was Jaroslav Vanecek, a Czech violinist who was then Professor of Violin at the Royal 

Irish Academy of Music in Dublin. Vanecek made weekly visits to Belfast to teach at the College, and 

his obituary noted that ‘His outstanding legacy is a long succession of professional violinists and viola 

players’ [Irish Times, 10 December 2011].
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unsuitable group tuitions. Should the disaster of our losing the Orchestra 

occur, 1 could not contemplate continuing the work of the College.14

Although a high standard of teaching existed in Northern Ireland prior to the 

formation of the Ulster Orchestra, the Ulster College of Music’s establishment in 

1966 and Bell’s employment of players from the Ulster Orchestra meant that there 

was a greater volume of teaching from this point onwards, and the successful ex

students listed by Bell can be used as a measurement of the effect this had.

David Greer, in his capacity of Hamilton Harty Professor of Music at QUB, 

also made a submission for consideration to the Working Party. As with previous 

submissions, Greer mentioned the importance of the expert instrumental tuition 

undertaken by members of the Ulster Orchestra, and also stressed that the orchestra 

must be maintained in some capacity. His primary recommendation was that 

negotiations with the BBC concerning a merger be reopened:

It is essential to the health of musical life in Northern Ireland that there 

be a resident professional orchestra, preferably one big enough to play 

the Romantic repertory. This should be the basis for all our deliberations, 

and while every effort should be made to see that the orchestral forces 

under our control are deployed in the most effective and economically 

sensible way, in the final analysis the high cost of maintaining an 

orchestra must be accepted as inevitable and justified.

14 PRONl, AC/5/3/7: Letter from Bell to J. Branch, Secretary for the Ulster Orchestra Working Party, 6 

June 1975. Bell’s letter continued: ‘You may be interested to know that the results of this teaching are 

as follows: the highest number of pupils ever to be in the National Youth Orchestra of Great Britain at 

one time; for the last four years, the N.Y.O. has been led by a student of the Ulster College of Music; 

two leading double bass players; one of whom has been appointed sub1Principal of the BBC Symphony 

Orchestra by invitation immediately on leaving the College without having to attend a College of 

Music; the second bass player is currently with the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra; one violinist 

has been awarded a major scholarship from the Austrian Government and has been accepted to study at 

the Mozarteum in Salzburg; another student has been appointed Principal ‘Cello of the Passau Opera 

Orchestra; a violinist in the Halle orchestra; a ‘cellist in the Radio Telefis Eireann Orchestra and a 

violinist in the RTE Quartet. These results should surely encourage you in supporting the cause of the 

orchestra. As I work with these players each evening, I know of their worth and value in our 

community’.
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There are strong arguments in favour of having a single orchestra which 

would combine the roles of the present Ulster Orchestra and BBC 

Orchestra. But if such a plan is to be revived it might be advantageous to 

consider, not the ‘equal ownership’ previously engaged, but an 

arrangement whereby the orchestra is run by the Arts Council as at 

present, and hired to the BBC for whatever studio work is required.* 1^

Reports were also received from NIOT and the Queen’s Festival, in which 

both of these organisations outlined the importance of their partnerships with the 

Ulster Orchestra, and in the case of NIOT, their reliance upon the ensemble for their 

productions. Speaking on behalf of NIOT, the Trust’s Chairman, Leo Forte, noted that 

‘the denial to the Opera Trust of an “Ulster” orchestra and turning back the clock 

would be a setback to the Trust’s operations’."’Mirroring Greer’s stance, Michael 

Barnes, the Festival’s Director, advocated a merger with the BBC NI Orchestra, 

something he considered ‘a logical solution to many problems ... it really does not 

make much sense that the province should have two orchestras’.1 Havelock Nelson 

was another figure consulted by the Working Party in their discussions. Although 

Nelson had not been directly involved in the earlier merger negotiations, he informed 

the group that he had been ‘greatly interested, in a private capacity’ in these plans and 

that it was his view that

the province needed one big orchestra rather than the two small 

orchestras it had at present ... Had the merger taken place, the general 

public would have been able to hear the bigger works, which was what 

they wanted, rather than a continuous diet of Mozart and Haydn.I s

It had become clear to the Working Party by this stage that there were two 

main points to be taken on board from the submissions they received: that it would be 

undesirable to disband the Ulster Orchestra, and that many were in favour of an

11 PRONl, AC/5/3/7: Report submitted to Working Party on the Provision of Orchestral Music in 

Northern Ireland by Professor David Greer, June 1975.

h PRONl, AC/5/3/7: Letter from Leo Forte to Branch, 19 March 1975.

1 PRONl, AC/5/3/7: Michael Barnes: Preliminary remarks for submission to the Working Party on the 

Provision of Orchestral Music in Northern Ireland, 13 March 1975.

' PRONL AC/5/3/6: Minutes of the Working Party Meeting, 19 September 1975.
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orchestra merger in Northern Ireland. Considering this consensus, these conclusions 

formed the group’s starting point when formulating its recommendations. Aware of 

the complexities that a second amalgamation attempt would entail, McDonald began 

some preliminary discussions with the BBC to gauge how amenable they would be to 

this suggestion. In a letter to Robert Ponsonby, the BBC’s Controller, Music in 

London, McDonald outlined the possible outcomes of his investigation:

1. To scrap the Ulster Orchestra and buy in Orchestras from the UK.

2. To maintain the status quo, despite all limitations.

3. To enlarge the Ulster Orchestra to 60 players, despite the great cost.

4. To seek some arrangement with the BBC to join in such an 

augmented project, but on different lines to those proposed last time.

I want to test your views on a suggestion of having an amalgamated 

orchestra, not run by the BBC, but providing you with an agreed number 

of broadcast programmes a year under a three-year contract arrangement 

- say a weekly programme of popular repertoire with the full band, and a 

regular set of programmes with say, 25-27 players. This would enable the 

other half to do schools work and concerts in the smaller places.19

There is no record of Ponsonby’s official reaction to this letter, but this 

correspondence shows that the Working Party were considering making 

recommendations along these lines from this early stage. As with the BBC, the MU 

were consulted over their reaction to these potential outcomes. Stanley Hibbert, 

speaking on behalf of the Union, noted:

Of the four solutions offered, the most desirable was that of increasing 

the size of the Ulster Orchestra, thus increasing the repertoire; for such an 

operation, the finance ought to be made available ... To maintain the 

status quo was acceptable: but since the players were conscious of the 

limitations of the repertoire at present offered by the Ulster Orchestra, 

this was making the most of a bad thing. To disband the orchestra and 

bring in large visiting orchestras could cost more money than the Ulster 

Orchestra was at present costing, and should be considered very

1<) BBC WAC, R92/107/1: Gerald McDonald to Robert Ponsonby, 16 June 1975.
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carefully. To amalgamate the Ulster Orchestra with the BBC NI 

Orchestra would cause some broadcasting opportunities to disappear ...

By the use of records, broadcasting had damaged the music profession, 

for which the MU had an obligation to support, and a commitment to 

provide continuing employment. The Union would strongly resist the 

disappearance of the BBC Nl Orchestra.20

Although the official stance taken by the MU was that they would oppose any 

attempted merger, there is some indication that this softened when they were speaking 

off record. In a note McDonald sent to Ponsonby in May 1976, attached to a copy of 

the Working Party’s final report, he commented that ‘whatever the M.U. public 

reaction may be, John Morton [Secretary for the MU] reckons the matter is 

negotiable’,21 providing hope for an agreement if proposals were put forward to the 

Union.

When published in May 1976, the Working Party’s Report was lengthy, 

offering an extensive survey of the orchestral situation in Northern Ireland, as well as 

containing a series of recommendations for ACNI to take on board. The Report 

recognised the need for some form of change in the Council’s existing orchestral 

policy, noting that ‘the present situation is unsatisfactory from both artistic and 

financial aspects’. In terms of solutions to the problem, the report outlined seven 

possible scenarios:

1. Maintain the Status Quo with an orchestra of 40 players.

2. Disband the Ulster Orchestra altogether.

3. Maintain an Ulster Orchestra of reduced size, e.g. 23 players.

4. Increase the size of the orchestra to 60 players.

5. The merger of the Ulster Orchestra and BBC Northern Ireland under 

BBC control.

‘1 PRONl, AC/5/3/6: Minutes of the Working party, 17 October 1975.

BBC WAC, R92/107/1: Note from McDonald to Ponsonby, 2 May 1976.

“BBC WAC, R92/107/1: Report of the Working Party on the Provision of Orchestral music in 

Northern Ireland.
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6. Merger of the BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra with the Ulster 

Orchestra under a new independent management with a guaranteed 

contract of BBC Broadcasts for a long-term period.

7. Disbandment of the Ulster Orchestra and the payment to the BBC of 

an agreed sum each year in return for the provision of an agreed 

number of public concerts by the orchestra each year and with an 

agreement by the BBC to increase the size of their Northern Ireland 

Orchestra by X players."'

Of these suggestions, the report recommended that some sort of merger be 

implemented, citing the following benefits:

(i) The repertoire of the combined orchestra, for both broadcasting 

and public performances, would be substantially wider than it is 

with the two existing orchestras.

(ii) The larger orchestra and wider repertoire should attract larger 

audiences.

(iii) Programmes could be so arranged that as well as giving 

performances at venues which could accommodate the full 

orchestra, it might be subdivided to meet the special needs of (a) 

broadcasting, (b) the provision of concerts in the smaller 

provincial centres and (c) school work.

(iv) A merger should result in a saving of administrative costs."4

It was noted that despite the known difficulties in implementing a merger, this path 

was advocated to resist the danger of ‘a curtailment of assistance from public funds 

and - perhaps sooner rather than later - the disbandment of the Orchestra'.2^ Of the 

three solutions that favoured a merger, there was a preference for the sixth suggestion, 

'a merger which would result virtually in the creation of a new orchestra under

23 Ibid.

24 Ibid.

25 Ibid.
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independent management’, which constituted the Report’s primary recommendation. 

It was noted that:

We believe that the arguments in support of this solution are well- 

founded, and we find the concept of a Northern Ireland Symphony 

Orchestra, independently managed, an attractive one.

We are not unaware of the considerable difficulties which the negotiation 

of this would encounter. We feel that those difficulties should not daunt 

the parties concerned and we would hope that all whose interests are 

involved would be prepared to approach this complex problem in a spirit 

of co-operation and a desire to ensure a stable future for professional 

music in Northern Ireland.26

The Working Party spent over a year compiling information for this report, 

and although it has only been possible to paraphrase here, the document published 

was comprehensive in its findings, detailing arguments for and against each of the 

solutions suggested. One aspect of the recommendations that could be questioned, 

however, is the assertion that a larger orchestra would attract larger audiences. It was 

a widely held belief that audience figures would improve if a wider range of 

repertoire were performed, but because the orchestra was augmented rarely, there was 

little evidence to prove this. Not since the days of the CBO had orchestral concerts in 

Belfast regularly attracted audiences of over 1,000, yet this assessment of audience 

preference seems to have remained unchallenged throughout the 1970s, so in many 

ways it was presumptuous to argue that a larger orchestra would be more successful. 

Although an isolated example, one instance where the potential audience for classical 

music in Northern Ireland was revealed was in March 1975, when Hephzibah and 

Yehudi Menuhin performed with the Ulster Orchestra in the ABC Cinema. This was 

tne inaugural concert of the orchestra’s Special Activities Fund, established in order 

to raise funds for the orchestra and to engage celebrity soloists. Hephzibah perfonned 

Mozart’s Piano Concerto in A major, K414, and Yehudi the Beethoven Violin

2’ ibid.

" For a photograph of the Menuhins with Alun Francis and Dennis Benson, see Appendix 8, fig. 39 

below.

263



u

Concerto, and generously, the Menuhins appeared free of charge.” The success of the 

venture can be measured by the attendance; over 2,000 filled the ABC Cinema, the 

concert having been moved from the Ulster Hall such was the demand for tickets. 

Although this excess demand can be attributed to it being a significant occasion, the 

enthusiasm for this event indicated that if the Ulster Orchestra provided attractive 

programming, people would be willing to support the orchestra. Although difficult to 

substantiate at the time, the Working Party was ultimately justified in its belief that a 

bigger orchestra would be more successful, as indeed proved to be the case when the 

orchestra was enlarged in the 1980s.

On receipt of the Working Party report, the ACNI Board duly accepted the 

recommendation to pursue a merger with the BBC NI Orchestra and resolved to 

reopen merger negotiations with the BBC without delay. There was a general 

feeling among Board members that the Working Party had arrived at the ‘correct 

solution' and that ‘independent management was preferable to dual ownership",,0 an 

indication that this was the outcome ACNI had hoped for. There was little media 

reaction to the publication of the report, though Mark Storey commented in Fortnight 

magazine that ‘there are many attractions about [the proposed] scheme. The repertoire 

would be expanded, audiences would be larger, players more satisfied'.'1 One 

correspondent in the Belfast Telegraph expressed a different opinion, questioning 

whether the report was necessary at all. ‘Quad' wrote:

It does not need any working party to tell Ulster concert-goers what he 

already knows - that the Ulster Orchestra is very much understrength ...

The point that is overlooked here - and it may be a painful one to some 

people - is that we in Ulster are a comparatively unsophisticated lot 

music-wise, and it is not realistic, and potentially dangerous, to ask your 

music-lover to turn out every week to hear Haydn and Mozart, no matter 

how attractive their music is.

2f ACNI Annual Report 1974-5, p. 34.

2' PRONI, AC/5/3/5: ACNI Board Minutes, 27 May 1975. 

31 Ibid.

Fortnight, 18 June 1976.
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If you rule out Brahms, Sibelius, Richard Strauss, Ravel, Debussy, 

Bruckner and Mahler from your programme planning then you are, in
32fact, ruling out your potential audience.'

The observation made here, that repertoire was a factor in the low attendances at 

Ulster Orchestra concerts throughout the first ten years of its existence was - as has 

been illustrated previously - not a novel argument; it had been a longstanding desire 

of many within ACNI to enlarge the Ulster Orchestra." While the Working Party 

arrived at the conclusion that a merger was the most appropriate way of achieving a 

sustainable solution for orchestral music in the region - a conclusion that ACNI had 

arrived at itself previously - ‘Quad’ would seem justified in questioning whether the 

commissioning of this report was really necessary. In order to strengthen their 

bargaining position, ACNI was keen on having an independent body assess the 

situation, something that Dr Stanley Worrall * * 4 - who was appointed ACNI Chairman 

on Peter Montgomery’s retirement as President in 1973 - explained to the members of 

the Ulster Orchestra:

Since it had never been clearly stated before by anyone except the Arts 

Council that it would be a good thing to have a merger, the fact that a 

completely independent body of people had now concluded after a 

careful and detailed assessment of all the factors that Northern Ireland 

needed one symphony orchestra, greatly strengthened the case for it. "

In a bid to reassure the players, Worrall emphasised that ‘there was no question of 

“burying” the orchestra ... on the contrary the Working Party had rejected the idea of 

disbanding the Ulster Orchestra’, while he also suggested that ACNI was more 

optimistic of a favourable outcome to the negotiations than last time, citing two 

reasons:

' Belfast Telegraph, 21 May 1976.

’ See pp. 185-7 above.

4 See Personalia and Appendix 8, fig. 42 below.

' PRON1, AC/5/3/5: Report on Dr Worrall’s meeting with the members of the Ulster Orchestra, 31 

May 1976.
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1. A hint had been dropped that the Arts Council had dropped out of the 

negotiations too quickly last time.

2. Before the Working Party made their final recommendation they had 

taken private soundings to make sure that there was some hope that 

the course they recommended was at least worth pursuing.36

Although the Working Party had sought assurances from the BBC and MU that it 

would be worthwhile pursuing a merger, the proposal was met with opposition from 

players in both orchestras. This familiar obstacle proved to be the undoing of the 

scheme; a frustrating outcome for the BBC and ACNI management, who had worked 

tirelessly to reform the nature of orchestral provision in Northern Ireland.

Ulster Orchestra & BBC NI Merger: Second amalgamation attempt

Once ACNI had voiced its support for an orchestra merger, it became clear that the 

BBC management was also willing to consider this proposal and negotiations were 

reopened soon after the publication of the Working Party’s report. ACNTs reasoning 

for wanting to enlarge the Ulster Orchestra has been well documented, though the 

BBC hoped to rationalise its own orchestral output at this time also. An indication of 

the BBC’s intentions came from Howard Newby - appointed BBC’s Managing 

Director, Radio in 1975 - who in an article in The Listener magazine expressed the 

hope for a reduction in the amount spent on orchestral music by the organisation;

The BBC has 12 permanent orchestras, employing 589 musicians. If you 

add together the number of players in all the other permanent orchestras 

and dance bands in the United Kingdom you arrive at a figure of round 

about 1,500. The BBC, that is to say, employs getting on for 30 per cent 

of the full-time professional orchestral players in the country. It is a 

commitment greater than is required for the needs of broadcasting ...

The future of music can, no doubt, be guaranteed only by the existence of 

a sufficient number of professional musicians; but financial necessity is 

forcing us to consider what the BBC’s contribution to that should be.

36 Ibid.
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There is no blinking the fact that the cost of the house orchestras is a 

significant proportion of the radio budget. It is, as I see it, too high. I 

should welcome any opportunity to share financial responsibility in some 

way consistent with the Charter, and justify the sharing on the grounds 

that the orchestras represent a national as well as a broadcasting 

interest.37

Newby went on to cite the example of the assistance the BBC Welsh Orchestra gained 

from ACGB as a successful way in which financial responsibility was shared between 

the two organisations, suggesting that similar agreements could be applied 

elsewhere. From the BBC’s perspective, this article provided the stimulus for further 

merger negotiations in Northern Ireland, the situation regarding its regional orchestras 

having changed little since the collapse of the previous round of negotiations two 

years previously. The comments made by Newby were significant from the 

perspective of both parties, as they provided ACNI with a direct statement of the 

BBC’s agenda, something that could not be misinterpreted. In a conversation with 

McDonald - who continued to act as an advisor to ACNI throughout the negotiation 

process -Ponsonby noted:

ACNI should play Newby’s article for all it’s worth; if the BBC invites 

co-operation from responsible outside organisations it cannot keep 

chopping and changing its policy views as expressed at so high a level.39

When representatives from ACNI and the BBC met in September 1976 to 

discuss the process, the BBC stated that it was in agreement with many of the points 

raised by the Working Party:

The BBC recognised that the Northern Ireland region was not in a 

position to maintain a chamber orchestra of high quality that would be

Howard Newby, 'Radio, television and the arts’ in The Listener, 22 January 1976.

” See pp. 204-5 above for further information on this collaboration.

’’ PRONI, AC/5/3/5: Quoted in a letter from McDonald to Jamison, 1 September 1976.
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compared favourably with the specialist groups available elsewhere. For 

this reason a large orchestra was attractive to the Corporation.4"

The BBC management in London was also in broad agreement with the suggestion 

that the two Northern Irish orchestras should be merged, and saw no objection to the 

concept of a joint Board running the enlarged orchestra,41 meaning that the 

negotiation process was much less drawn out than it had been on the previous 

occasion. The policy of not appointing replacement players to either orchestra was not 

reintroduced, given the detrimental effect this had on playing standards and morale in 

the early 1970s. The only main point that the two parties could not agree upon at this 

early stage was the name of the enlarged orchestra; the BBC wanted it to be called the 

'BBC Ulster Orchestra’, while ACNI preferred the ‘Northern Ireland Symphony 

Orchestra'. The ‘BBC Ulster Orchestra’ was agreed upon as it reflected the interests 

of both parties,42 though otherwise there were no difficulties in producing a set of 

proposals.

When the proposals were formulated, they were largely consistent with the 

recommendations made by the Working Party, aiming to establish ‘an orchestra of 

approximately sixty players for studio and relay broadcasts, public and educational 

concerts, and to provide accompaniment for choral and operatic organisations’.4’ 

Whereas the Working Party stipulated that the new orchestra should be run under 

independent management, the decision was made to govern the orchestra through a 

Joint Orchestral Board ‘on which ACNI and the BBC would be equally represented 

under an independent Chairman’. This was the only main difference from the 

recommendations made, though it was clear that redundancies were necessary, and it

40 PRONI, AC/5/3/10: Record of a meeting between the BBC and Arts Council to discuss the future of 

orchestral music in Northern Ireland, 21 September 1976.

41 PRONI, AC/5/3/10: Record of a second meeting between the BBC and Arts Council to discuss the 

future of Orchestral music in Northern Ireland, 8 November 1976.

42 PRONI, AC/5/3/10: Record of a meeting between the BBC Controller, Head of Programmes, Head 

of Music, and ACNI Chairman, Director and Music Director, 12 May 1977.

43 PRONI, AC/5/3/8: Summary of proposals for an orchestra to be maintained jointly by the BBC and 

Arts Council of Northern Ireland, 19 August 1977.
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was suggested that auditions would take place to determine who would keep their 

position under the new set up. Understandably, this caused some consternation 

amongst the Ulster Orchestra musicians, who voiced misgivings about the proposals 

in a meeting with Worrall in June 1977. One player asked what would happen if the 

Unions rejected the proposals, to which the ACNI President answered:

The status quo cannot be guaranteed - the Arts Council would have to 

rethink the whole provision of orchestral music.4:1

The response from another player to this was, ‘in other words - gun to our heads’,46 

which summed up the feeling of the players at the meeting, many of whom expressed 

dismay at the prospect of joining forces with the BBC NI Orchestra.

As had become the custom when there were developments in orchestral policy 

in Northern Ireland, following a press statement outlining the details of the proposals, 

members of the public wrote to local newspapers to comment on the issue. In a letter 

published in the Belfast Telegraph, ‘U.O. Follower’ voiced concern at the planned 

collaboration between ACNI and the BBC:

Followers of the Ulster Orchestra will not be greatly enamoured at the 

prospect of its amalgamation with the band of the Beeb.

It is very sad to see the Arts Council of Northern Ireland becoming 

involved in what is little more than an exercise in responsibility shirking.

I should remind them that it is our money that is being used, and I for one 

object very strongly indeed to any suggestion that the Ulster Orchestra be 

handed on a plate to an organisation that is concerned only with its own 

interests.47

Rather than voicing any constructive criticism of the proposal, the opinion expressed 

here reveals the correspondent’s mistrust of the BBC, something that is largely 

unjustified in light of the corporation’s willingness to assist ACNI in its difficulty 

with the Ulster Orchestra, as opposed to the view that the organisation is ‘concerned

4 PRONI, AC/5/3/10: Rough notes on a meeting between Dr Worrall and members of the Ulster 

Orchestra at Riddel Hall, 23 June 1977.

4" Ibid.

4 Belfast Telegraph, 26 August 1977.
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only with its own interests’. The opposition to the concept of a merger voiced here 

was counteracted by another correspondent, under the pseudonym of ‘Concert-goer’, 

who wrote:

I would like to reply to some points made by “Ulster Orchestra 

Follower”. I am convinced that the merger of the two orchestras would 

be most beneficial to music in the province.

As far as I am concerned, the title and underlying management are of 

little importance compared with the increased repertoire that a full 

symphony orchestra would bring.4S

The opinion expressed by ‘Concert-goer’ is much more balanced than that of the 

previous correspondent, and given the obvious benefits for audiences, it is difficult to 

assess why ‘U.O. Follower’ was so opposed to a merger. There is, however, some 

suggestion that this original letter criticising the merger may not have been written by 

a member of the public, but from somebody in the orchestra. It is clear that some 

within ACNI believed this to be the case, as the Council’s Board minutes recorded 

that after a press statement was released there followed:

Intennittent press correspondence and scrutiny of those letters that were 

opposed to the proposals reflected internal information that could not 

have been known to members of the public, thus indicating that the 

letters were “inspired” by players of the Ulster Orchestra.44

It is entirely plausible the letter penned by ‘Concert-goer’ was equally fraudulent; 

perhaps originating from within ACNI, though this is a moot point. It is clear that 

once again, the reaction of the players to the scheme was regarded as crucial to its 

success, as the stance taken by MU would be influenced by player attitudes. The 

importance of this meant that the public outcry in the newspapers was a worrying 

development for both parties: ACNI recorded that ‘if the project was to succeed it 

would be necessary for a period of patient discussion in an attempt to modify the 

doubts and allay the anxieties of the players’,'0 while the BBC hoped to conclude the

Belfast Telegraph, 2 September 1977.

PRONI, AC/1/1/6: ACNI Board Meeting, 29 September 1977.
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deal at the earliest opportunity. Cecil Taylor - Head of Programmes, Northern Ireland 

- wrote in a memo to Douglas Muggeridge - Director of Programmes, Radio - that:

If negotiations with the unions are not started quickly, there is a real 

danger that the merger will be sabotaged by people here who are opposed 

to it. A campaign against the merger is already under way, and undue 

delay could be fatal.1 * * 4

Although both parties hoped to reach a deal at an early stage, the complexities 

of the operation meant that this did not transpire as planned. In rather similar 

circumstances to the negotiations during the first amalgamation attempt, after an 

initial agreement, the two parties came to disagree on certain aspects of the proposals, 

resulting in some fraught relations between ACNI and the BBC. While the BBC staff 

in Belfast were in favour of a merger, there were some elements of the corporation’s 

staff in London who were sceptical of the proposal’s benefits. The BBC’s Chief 

Accountant, Radio, Harry Grocock, called for a study of the financial implications of 

the proposals, having noted that T would very much doubt if much in the way of 

savings will accrue from the merger’, and an analysis of the proposals was 
undertaken.5" This conditional arrangement angered ACNI, who were surprised to 

learn that the BBC now regarded the merger proposals as being under review. In a 

letter to Taylor, Jamison highlighted the Council’s dismay, noting that 'our joint 

public statement was made on the clear understanding that only matters of detail were 

outstanding between us’.5' As well as having soured relations, this costing exercise 

stalled the negotiation process as it indicated that the merger proposals would increase 

the BBC’s output by an estimated £8,000 per annum,54 a figure that caused the BBC 

to rethink its support for the amalgamation. In response to Grocock's report, Newby 

expressed his reluctance to agree to such additional expenditure:

We should remind ourselves that the future of the Ulster Orchestra is not 

a BBC problem but one for the Northern Ireland Arts Council. If they

BBC WAC, R92/107/I: Memo from Cecil Taylor to Douglas Muggeridge. 16 September 1977.

’ BBC WAC, R92/107/I: Memo from Henry Grocock to Muggeridge, 12 September 1977.

’ BBC WAC, R92/107/I: Letter from Jamison to Taylor. 10 October 1977.

4 BBC WAC, R92/107/1: Letter from Grocock to Muggeridge, 23 November 1977.
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were forced to reduce their subsidy in a way that imperilled the future of 

the orchestra the BBC was prepared to come to the rescue and help to 

establish a single orchestra jointly financed. But there must be fairness.

An operation in which the Northern Ireland Arts Council save a 

considerable amount of money and the BBC incurred substantial extra 

costs for an output we did not really want was plainly unsatisfactory ...

For political and financial reasons our attitude must continue to be that of 

a reluctant rescuer, with doubts that can be overcome only by the proper 

inducements from the Northern Ireland Arts Council and the musicians 

themselves.^

This issue threatened to bring the negotiations to a halt, as neither party displayed any 

willingness to compromise. Worrall wrote to Newby to convey the ACNI Board’s 

‘grave concern about the present state of negotiations’, and once again objected to the 

BBC’s insistence on altering the original proposal:

My Board feels that the manner in which this has been handled reflects 

no credit on the BBC ... We expected to proceed rapidly from the public 

statements then to formal negotiations with the musicians’ 

representatives. The Arts Council has been put in a most embarrassing 

and invidious position by the failure to proceed rapidly on the lines 

agreed and the delay is entirely the responsibility of the BBC.

I am asked by my Board to make it clear that there can be no possibility 

of this Council making available “a contribution towards the extra costs 

the BBC has identified”.56

For its part, the BBC Board of Governors were against anything that would incur 

extra costs for the BBC, while also noting that:

It was mildly irritating that the BBC, which saw itself as taking part in a 

rescue mission, should currently be the recipient of stem letters on the 

merger from the Northern Ireland Arts Council.57

’ BBC WAC. R92/107/1: Memo from Newby to Grocock, 24 November 1977.

M’ PRON1, AC/5/3/8: Letter from Worrall to Newby, 25 November 1977.

BBC WAC, R92/107/1: BBC Board of Governors Minutes, 1 December 1977.
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Amidst this standoff between the BBC in London and ACNI, Taylor 

attempted to persuade his BBC colleagues that the extra expenditure incurred by the 

corporation would be a worthwhile outlay. In a letter to Newby, he issued an appeal 

for the radio management to reconsider their attitude, commenting that:

It is my view, supported by my senior colleagues in the Region, that 

Radio Management is adopting an unduly severe attitude to the costs of a 

merger on the terms that are now proposed. No-one in the BBC ever 

contemplated that a merger would save us money. We in this Region 

were under the clear impression that it might involve the BBC in 

additional expenditure, and that if there was additional expenditure, it 

would be justified under four headings:

1. Radio 3 would continue to be well served by a bigger orchestra;

2. Radio 2 might get less music from a bigger orchestra, but it would be 

music of a kind that it wants much more than what it now gets from 

the NIO;

3. The BBC as a whole would have free access to all the public concerts 

given by the larger orchestra, and this would be a particularly 

valuable asset in the expansion of Radio Ulster;

4. The BBC would be seen to have played a vital role in the 

establishment of a really good orchestra, with a much wider 

repertoire, for the concert-going public in Northern Ireland - an area 

which is culturally deprived for obvious reasons.

I must tell you that Dr Worrall’s letter to you accurately reflects the 

strength of feeling within the Board of the Arts Council. They consider 

that they have been more than fair towards the BBC. I agree with them 

... Dr Worrall and Ken Jamison have total honesty and integrity. If, by 

January, they have not received what they regard as a satisfactory
58response from the BBC, they will abandon the proposed merger.

' BBC WAC, R92/107/1: Letter from Taylor to Newby, 7 December 1977.
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Having taken such an uncompromising stance on the issue previously, surprisingly, 

Taylor’s plea had the desired effect on the BBC's management in London, and 

Newby responded with a brief note:

This is to confirm that D.P.R. [Muggeridge] and I, having considered the 

arguments you put forward, now believe the merger would not after all 

impose net additional expenditure on the BBC.

Accordingly, I should be glad if you would go ahead to conclude the 

agreement with the Arts Council of Northern Ireland on the basis of the 

latest draft proposals.

1 am not optimistic about our chances of success with the MU, but I 

assume that Head of Programme Contracts will now arrange a meeting to 

discuss the proposals with them.'9

It is difficult to ascertain what instigated this turnaround; Taylor’s arguments may 

have convinced Newby of the merger’s value to the BBC, though - as Newby 

intimated at the end of his memo - he thought it unlikely that the proposals would be 

implemented and possibly felt the need to placate his regional controller on this issue 

in the meantime.

Having resolved the issue of the extra subsidy needed to finance the proposed 

new orchestra, a meeting was scheduled with representatives of the MU in April 1978 

to discuss the amalgamation. On behalf of the union, Stan Hibbert informed the BBC 

and ACNI delegation that their view on the amalgamation was unchanged from the 

previous round of negotiations in 1973, noting that ‘the players in both orchestras are 

against it and against the work patterns which would ensue’.60 Although this might 

suggest that the negotiations would once again be conducted in vain, McDonald - 

who attended the meeting in his role of advisor to ACNI - was confident that the 

Union’s stance was not as resolute as it may have appeared. In a letter sent to Jamison 

soon after the meeting, McDonald offered his assessment of the situation:

BBC WAC, R92/107/1: Memo from Newby to Taylor, 22 December 1977.

6,1 PRON 1, AC/5/3/10: Meeting to discuss the amalgamation of the BBC Northeni Ireland Orchestra 

and the Ulster Orchestra, 14 April 1978.
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I wonder if we need to be so despondent as the BBC contingent after the 

meeting on Friday. For one I thing I doubt the practicality of an outright 

and total rejection by the Union or by the players of both orchestras in 

Northern Ireland, although such a rejection will probably be their next 

move. Pam [Rodgers, ACNFs Music Director] may recall my reporting 

to the Working Party a conversation 1 had with John Morton [Musicians’

Union] in which he expressed astonishment that negotiations had been 

stopped so abruptly on the earlier occasions as soon as the Union uttered 

its first “No”. John Morton said to me at the time: “That was only the 

first and obvious shot we fired to see what we could get out of a bit of 

manoeuvring; we always say no to start with”. We must not let the BBC 

get away with an immediate capitulation this time.61

This assessment reinforces the view that negotiations had been abandoned too 

abruptly previously62 - something both ACNI and the BBC were responsible for in 

equal measure - though on this occasion Jamison concurred with the view that an 

immediate rejection should not be considered definitive, suggesting that T think [the 

MU’s] less conciliatory statements were intended to establish a bargaining posture in 

order to advance a good outcome'.62

As expected, the MU officially rejected the proposals, citing the ‘continuing 

opposition of the players concerned’ as the primary basis for this.64 In a letter to the 

BBC, Hibbert wrote that:

Our committee noted that the present proposals did not vary, to any 

substantial extent, to those put to us in 1974 ... After a lengthy 

discussion our National Executive Committee decided that the Union is

61 PRONI, AC/5/3/9: Letter from McDonald to Jamison, 17 April 1978.

6" This viewpoint had been expressed by Billy Boucher in 1974 (see p. 219 above).

f” PRONI, AC/5/3/9: Jamison to McDonald, 19 April 1978. Jamison also commented: ‘I was very 

impressed with Stan Hibbert’s gentlemanly performance while in no way underestimating his 

capabilities as a tough negotiator’.

64 PRONI, AC/5/3/9: Letter from Stan Hibbert to Graham Wadsworth [Head of programmes, BBC NI], 

23 May 1978.
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unable to agree to the merger of the BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra and 

the Ulster Orchestra in the manner proposed.'0

As McDonald anticipated, the BBC were prepared to abandon proposals on the basis 

of this letter, Taylor informing Jamison that:

My view, strongly supported within the management in London, is that 

the BBC has gone as far as it can go in this matter.'1'1

This reluctance to pursue the matter lends weight to the assessment that Newby and 

Muggeridge only agreed to engage with the MU half-heartedly, expectant of the 

proposal’s failure and content to leave the matter at that. ACNI, however, were not so 

willing to accept the BBC’s admission of defeat, and in a response to Taylor’s letter 

Jamison wrote:

We note that the Union is unable to agree to the merger in the manner 

proposed. We suggest that our joint response to this should take the form 

of a letter from Mr Wadsworth enquiring what modification would be 

required to secure their acceptance.'1

The emphasis on Hibbert’s rejection dn the manner proposed’ indicates that ACNI 

interpreted this as meaning the matter remained open for debate, though the BBC 

remained steadfast in its unwillingness to engage in further negotiation. James 

Hawthorne, appointed BBC NTs Controller in 1978, wrote to ACNI outlining the 

reasons for this opposition:

Graham Wadsworth and Douglas Muggeridge have had very 

considerable experience with the MU over a wide range of issues. They 

have noted that at the meeting of April 14th last, the MU said that if the 

reward to the players were so substantial that a merger was in their 

interests, they would not oppose it. But the facts are that the BBC has no 

extra monies to sway the Union for the purpose of the merger. If we 

were, in effect, to invite the MU to name a price, which we know we are

65 Ibid.

f"’ PRONI. AC/5/3/9: Letter from Taylor to Jamison, 26 May 1978. 

h PRONI. AC/5/3/9: Letter from Jamison to Taylor, 1 June 1978.

276



unable to meet, the feeling is that our relations with the Union could be 

damaged and our own position weakened.6'

The Ulster Orchestra Society Ltd

This rebuttal from the BBC management in London appears to have been successful 

in bringing the merger negotiations to a halt, as no further progress could be made by 

ACN1 without BBC co-operation. This meant any prospect of a merger was 

effectively shelved, and ACNI was left to reconsider how it could manage the Ulster 

Orchestra. Having waited in vain to see if any developments took place that might 

indicate a volte-face from the BBC, in 1979 the Council decided to relinquish its 

control of the Ulster Orchestra, and an independent Ulster Orchestra company was 

formed in April 1980.69 In a memo outlining the details of this proposal, Jamison 

noted that ACNI had arrived at this decision after the protracted discussions with the 

BBC on a possible orchestra merger fell through:

These detailed and time-consuming negotiations have been frustrated by 
the Musicians’ Union and have been set back by an unwillingness in the 

part of the BBC to pursue the last round of negotiations with the Unions 

to a logical conclusion. 0

ACNI’s Director also expressed the belief that any future discussions with the BBC 

would prove equally ineffective:

The BBC in Northern Ireland is powerless to act independently of central 

BBC management in London. Central management in London is much 

more concerned with wider issues than the orchestral situation in 

Northern Ireland and must condition all its actions and its specific 

aspirations for particular BBC house orchestras to the more general

68 PRONI, AC/5/3/9: Letter from James Hawthorne to Frank Murphy (Drama Director, ACNI, acting 

as Director in the absence of Jamison), 2 August 1978.

69 PRONI. AC/5/3/13: ACNI Press Release, 3 1 March 1980.

70 PRONI, AC/5/3/13: The Ulster Orchestra: Present position and future proposal - Memo by Ken 

Jamison, November 1979.
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considerations arising from its tangled and complex relations with the 

Musicians’ Union.71

Following this assessment of the merger negotiations, Jamison detailed the 

disparaging effect this situation had on the Council's relationship with the orchestra:

Meanwhile, the Arts Council has placed itself in a position vis-a-vis the 

Ulster Orchestra that is no longer tenable. It has retained within its 

control the management of the Orchestra. At the same time, it has acted 

as a brake on the orchestra’s activities, seeking to ensure that no 

development would take place that would make an amalgamation more 

difficult. In particular, it has retarded developments designed to establish 

the orchestra as it is at present constituted as an indispensable element of 

cultural life of the community, in the belief that a transformation in the 

status and management of the orchestra was within sight.

All these developments, attributed by the concerned public to what 

appears to be indecision and unduly protracted deliberations on part of 

the Board with the BBC, have resulted in dissatisfaction among the 

players, an unstable management structure which has been held static in a 

temporary basis that has extended far beyond the Council’s intentions, 

and a general lack of confidence in the Council’s capacity to manage the 

Orchestra.'2

The stagnant nature of ACNI’s orchestral policy had by this stage also drawn 

attention from the House of Commons in Westminster, whose Public Accounts 

Committee criticised ACNI for the high level of subsidy accorded the Ulster 

Orchestra. In 1979 the committee directed that the Council should take immediate 

steps to rectify this position:

The present situation should not be allowed to continue indefinitely and 

that, if direct support from the public is not forthcoming to a substantially

71 Ibid.

12 Ibid.
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greater degree, steps should be taken otherwise to reduce the burden of 

public funds.7'

The combination of these factors meant that it was no longer possible for 

ACNI to seek some sort of arrangement with the BBC regarding an orchestra merger, 

and the Council’s Board resolved to establish an independent Board of Management 

that would administer the orchestra as a non-profit limited company.74 Having 

discussed the precarious financial position the Council found itself in with regard to 

the orchestra, the minutes recorded that:

The only alternative to a reduction in the size of the orchestra was raising 

money from other sources: to do this the Ulster Orchestra needed to be an 

entity distinct from the Arts Council. The Chairman [Worrall] felt it 

would be better to make a new orchestra independent from the Arts 

Council and to allow those who assumed responsibility for running it to 

determine how the orchestra should itself respond to the financial 

circumstances in which it would find itself. The Board concurred with 

the Chairman’s view that a change in the status of the Orchestra was now 

inevitable and desirable and agreed that steps should be taken to arrange 

for the transfer in responsibility for the orchestra to an alternative body of 

management outside the Arts Council.75

Having failed to implement the merger advocated by the Working Party report in 

1976, this step was in effect the Council implementing the other aspect of the report's 

recommendations, that the Ulster Orchestra be administered separately from ACNI. 

Essentially, this was the path supported by Michael Whewell during his tenure as 

ACNI Director, the disagreement over the timing of this departure having impelled 

him to resign from his post. The ten years that elapsed while ACNI attempted to 

broker a satisfactory arrangement with the BBC did little to enhance the orchestra’s 

fortunes, though the mitigating circumstances of trade union rebuttals combined with 

the wavering attitude of BBC staff in London accords ACNI a great deal of sympathy 

for its unproductive efforts. It could be argued that ACNI ought to have formed a

' Quoted in ibid.

74 PRONI. AC/1/1/7: ACNI Board Minutes, 29 November 1979.

75 Ibid.
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separate Ulster Orchestra management sooner, but it would have made little strategic 

sense to implement this during merger negotiations, and the Council was rightly 

unwilling to abandon this course until any prospect of achieving an amalgamation had 

altogether dissipated. As events transpired, the creation of the Ulster Orchestra 

Society Ltd instigated an improvement in the Ulster Orchestra’s fortunes under its 

newly constituted Board’s Chairman, Stratton Mills.76 Revenue increased following a 

sponsorship deal with the Gallaher tobacco firm, while the BBC’s decision to disband 

its Northern Ireland orchestra provided the opportunity for the Ulster Orchestra to 

increase in size by offering the redundant BBC NI musicians positions in an enlarged 

ensemble, thus an outcome for the orchestra similar to that envisaged by ACN1 

throughout the 1970s was realised.

Disbandment of BBC NI Orchestra & Ulster Orchestra enlargement

1980 proved to be a pivotal year for the provision of orchestral music in Northern 

Ireland. As well as ACNI forming the Ulster Orchestra Society Ltd, the BBC 

proposed a UK-wide reduction in its orchestral output as part of the corporation’s 

need for financial stringency. In February 1980, an internal letter from lan Trethowan 

- the BBC’s Director-General, 1977-82 - to all BBC staff identified the need to cut 

spending by £130 million over two years. Trethowan stated that:

There is, I'm afraid, no way we can cut this sort of money without losing 

jobs. These proposals will lead to the loss of about 1,500 permanent and 

temporary posts.77

As part of these redundancies, this paper recommended the disbandment of the 

Northern Radio Orchestra, the Concert Orchestra, the Academy (formerly the 

Training Orchestra), the London Studio Players, the Scottish Symphony Orchestra 

and the Northern Ireland Orchestra.7S Although this was a sorry outcome for BBC NI, 

Trethowan noted that in Scotland and Northern Ireland ‘money would be made

M See Personalia and Appendix 8, fig. 43 below.

PRONI, AC/5/3/13: Letter from the BBC Director-General to all staff, 26 February 1980.
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available for the continued broadcasting of orchestral music’,74 thereby leaving open 

the possibility of some sort of arrangement with ACNI. The implications of this 

statement were realised by Mills, who was quoted as saying that ‘it appeared at first 

sight a great opportunity to create a really strong orchestra which could become better 

known to the people of Northern Ireland’.*0 Similarly, McDonald wrote to Jamison 

expressing his hope that the BBC’s strategy would lead to an enlargement of the 

Ulster Orchestra:

The irony of it all is that we are back to the position of some three years 

ago when the original recommendation for an independent orchestra had 

been accepted by you. The only difference now is that the independent 

Ulster Orchestra is now in a much stronger position to pick and choose.

For my part, I infinitely prefer the situation in which the BBC is

contributing to your budget (rather than vice-versa) and will offer much
81better opportunity for broadcasting the new orchestra.

Commenting on the disbandment after the announcement, Hawthorne also 

expressed the hope that the money saved could be channelled into the Ulster 

Orchestra, and that he ‘would insist that BBC musicians got first preference for the 

vacancies’ following an expansion. Justifying the BBC’s decision, the Northern 

Ireland Controller noted:

The [BBC NI] orchestra in Ulster had outlived its usefulness. It was too 

small, belonged to another era, and their system of supplying music 

almost exclusively to Radio 2 and 3 was out-dated and uneconomical. Its 

repertoire and contributions were far too restricted.83

A leader article in the Belfast Telegraph agreed with this sentiment:

It is sad to note that the latest cuts affect the BBC’s educational and 

cultural output generally, but in the hard world of finance it is difficult to

SI Quoted in Irish Times, 29 February 1980.

PRONI, AC/5/3/13: Letter from McDonald to Jamison, 28 February 1980. 

Quoted in Belfast Telegraph, 28 Februaiy 1980. 

v Quoted in Ibid.
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see how two permanent orchestras can be kept alive in a small province 

like Northern Ireland.s4

A similar leader article appeared in the Belfast Newsletter, which called upon the 

Ulster Orchestra and BBC to use this scenario as an opportunity to create a larger 

orchestra in Ulster:

The passing of the BBC’s Northern Ireland Orchestra is to be regretted as 

an unfortunate though necessary measure by the Corporation to put its 

financial house in order.

But before too many sighs are raised, there is much to be said in support 

of the proposal put forward by the Northern Ireland Controller, James 

Hawthorne, for the enlargement of the Ulster Orchestra by means of a 

contribution from the BBC ...

What might seem at first glance to be an unhappy decision could, in the
85long term, be a massive boost for music in Ulster.

Recalling these events in an interview with Rex Cathcart in 1990, Hawthorne outlined 

his reasons for supporting the disbandment of the BBC NI orchestra at this time:

Aubrey Singer, the Director of Radio, set about reducing the quite 

unnecessarily large number of BBC house orchestras all over the UK. 

Historically their role had been to supply the BBC with orchestral music 

for broadcasting but of course recorded music from all the best orchestras 

in the UK and the world had become available and house orchestras were 

becoming totally unnecessary. Aubrey had the guts to tackle the problem. 

Interestingly he wasn't proposing to burden me in Northern Ireland but, 

quite frankly, 1 jumped at the chance to solve the local situation. We had 

our own house orchestra in Belfast which was churning out music for 

Radios 2 and 3 and which was being stockpiled on tape and never 

played! The orchestra was small and had to be augmented expensively by 

extras, flown in from GB, whenever public occasions demanded it. Very 

few, if any, of our core orchestra were locally bom and educated anyway.

84 Belfast Telegraph, 29 February 1980.

85 Belfast Newsletter, 1 March 1980.
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Gone were the great days of the old 'light' orchestra with David Curry 

and Eddie Pearl, who at least supplied a distinctively Irish repertoire to 

the rest of the nation. Meanwhile there was the separate Ulster Orchestra, 

which gave concerts and was not part of the BBC. And there was the rub, 

one set of players constantly moonlighted with the other. The case for 

amalgamation had gone on for months if not years and now was the 

chance to find the ideal solution. And then we had two bits of luck. We 

discovered that amalgamation would lead to no, or very few, real 

redundancies and then, enter stage right, a sponsor - Gallagher - with big 

money if amalgamation would take place. And of course the BBC would 

remain the biggest sponsor with a substantial guarantee of financial 

support for a minimum of five years and a strong hint of a rolling support 

beyond that.86

Despite Hawthorne’s belief that the proposed disbandment of the BBC NI Orchestra 

provided the ideal opportunity achieve an amalgamation that was in the interests of 

both the BBC and the Ulster Orchestra, the players in the Ulster Orchestra remained 

opposed to this suggestion. Roger Lloyd, the orchestra’s second clarinet player who 

also acted as the players’ union representative,6 informed the Belfast Telegraph that

the name of the Ulster Orchestra has been dragged in without 

consultation. There is no question of a merger. We have enough on our 

plate in setting up a new company to run the orchestra.88

In terms of reaction to the BBC proposals in Belfast, NIMA vowed to 

oppose the cuts. A statement to the Irish News from the organisation read:

sh Transcript of a conversation between James Hawthorne and Rex Cathcart, 23 August 1990. 

<http://www.cathhaw.blogspot.co.uk> (Accessed 7 April 2014).

Greer described Lloyd as ‘a key figure in the Ulster Orchestra among the players ... very much the 

spokesperson of the orchestra. I remember him playing with a thermometer on his music stand and if 

the temperature went down below union recommendations it would be “all out” until the room could be 

heated up!’ [Interview with David Greer, 18 August 2011].

Quoted in Belfast Telegraph, 7 March 1980.
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We are calling for the support of other unions, of the Irish Congress of 

Trade Unions and all those who care about the cultural life of our
89province to help us in our fight to save these musicians.

There was also a great deal of resentment from the general public towards the 

BBC proposals, with a series of letters in the local newspapers condemning the 

decision. One correspondent wrote:

I am compelled to write expressing my disgust at the recent decision to 

disband the BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra. This is, I feel, yet another 

instance of Northern Ireland “losing out”.

What the orchestra needs now is public support. I hear that famous 

people in the music world have written to “The Times” deploring the 

demise of the Scottish Symphony Orchestra, so let’s hear from our 

celebrities in support of our orchestra.40

This call did not go unheeded. Derek Bell, a former member of the BBC NI Orchestra 

who was by then a member of ‘The Chieftains’, wrote to the Belfast Newsletter.

1 deeply deplore the threatened disbandment of the BBC Northern Ireland 

Orchestra.

The loss of so many fine musicians performing and teaching in our war- 

tom community would be quite incalculable. Every self-respecting city 

and major town known to me had at least one symphony orchestra. Many 

have several.

I wish to declare my full support for a permanently continuing BBC 

Orchestra here in Belfast and to identify myself with my former 

colleagues in their efforts to attain this.41

Unsurprisingly, the proposal to disband several BBC orchestras was also a 

source of great controversy in Britain, where the MU fervently opposed the cuts. 

Unable to reach a satisfactory agreement, negotiations broke down in May 1980 and

Quoted in Irish News, 29 February 1980. 

'"'Belfast Telegraph, 13 March 1980.

1 Belfast Newsletter. 18 March 1980.
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the union called a strike that lasted until August of that year, disrupting broadcasts 

and postponing the opening of the BBC Proms.92 In a letter to The Guardian, Aubrey 

Singer - BBC Radio’s Managing Director - responded to criticism by saying that:

We regret the necessity for these cuts, but, alas, the reorganisation of the 

BBC’s orchestral structure is long overdue ... Although the BBC can 

absorb the lion’s share [of orchestral subsidy in the UK], it can no longer 

underpin our broadcast musical culture single-handed.9 ’

Writing about this period in his book on the history of Radio 3, Humphrey Carpenter 

described this as ‘a traumatic episode’ for the BBC,94 its reputation hampered by the 

lengthy strike. Despite Singer’s argument that job losses were necessary. Carpenter 

quotes Ponsonby as saying that the music staff were ‘outraged’ by the Radio 

Managing Director’s handling of negotiations,9? indicating that there was a great deal 

of internal division within the organisation.

After bitter negotiations with the union, in July 1980, agreement was reached 

which transformed the orchestral landscape in the UK: the Scottish Symphony 

Orchestra would continue, but at the expense of the Scottish Radio Orchestra, the 

London Studio players would be retained, while the Northern and Midland Radio 

orchestras would be disbanded, along with the Northern Ireland orchestra. This 

outcome was not entirely to the MU’s satisfaction, though in an article titled 'The 

Strike that Changed History’ in The Musician - a magazine published by the MU for 

its members - Morton wrote that ‘no one will claim the final settlement is perfect, but 

it only has to be compared with the BBC’s original proposals to see that the effort was 

worthwhile’. 96 Carpenter maintains that the Northern Ireland Orchestra was 

amalgamated with the Ulster Orchestra, though as will become apparent, this was not 

the case. Ex-BBC NI Orchestra players did join an enlarged Ulster Orchestra, though

9‘ Kenyon, The BBC Symphony Orchestra, pp. 432-4.

93 Quoted in The Guardian, 3 March 1980.

94 Carpenter, The Envy of the World, p. 307.

95 Ibid.

9n Morton, John, ‘The Strike that Changed History’, in The Musician, Autumn 1980. p. 7, quoted in 

Lucas, Tony, ‘The Strike that Made History’, in The Musicians’ Union: A Social History, 28 January 

2014 <http://www.muhistory.com/?p=1075#fnl-l075> (Accessed 15 April 2014).
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this was not an amalgamation in the manner that had been envisioned previously, 

rather the Ulster Orchestra coming to an opportunistic agreement whereby they 

absorbed the BBC’s redundant players in return for partial subsidy from the
97corporation.

When a deal had been reached between the BBC and MU in July 1980, The 

Guardian recorded that part of the deal was that ‘an independent Ulster Orchestra 

with BBC cash support will be enlarged',9S though this agreement had yet to be 

finalised; it was not until January 1981 that a settlement was reached between the 

parties concerned. The complicated nature of the arrangement was in part the reason 

for this delay, though the familiar opposition from Ulster Orchestra players was also a 

factor. Whereas previously only ACN1 and the BBC were involved in discussions, the 

negotiations for a possibly enlarged orchestra concerned the BBC, the Ulster 

Orchestra Society Ltd, ACN1 (who remained the orchestra’s primary source of 

funding) and Gailaher tobacco Ltd, who were interested in sponsoring a large 

symphony orchestra in Ulster. An ACN1 press release in May 1980 confirmed that the 

BBC and Gallaher’s were prepared to offer financial support to the Ulster Orchestra 

over a ten-year period ‘to help create and sustain a viable full symphony of 

international calibre’." Although all four parties were agreed in principle to the deal, 

some financial wrangling remained before the enlargement could be implemented. 

Gailaher were initially willing to contribute £120,000 per annum, and the BBC 

£160,000 per annum, though by October 1980 the tobacco firm backed out of the 

deal, noting that ‘we are not satisfied that the proposed orchestra will be financially 

viable over the seven year minimum period of proposed sponsorship agreement’.100

97 In an interview, David Openshaw was very assertive on this point, emphasising that the players were 

against any form of amalgamation, and resented the suggestion that this is how events panned out. 

When 1 suggested we discuss the UO-BBC N1 amalgamation he exclaimed, 'Don't use that word, 

because it wasn’t an amalgamation. The BBC like to think of it that way, but in reality, what happened 

was they sacked all their players and we took them into our orchestra’ [Interview with David 

Openshaw, 16 April 2013],

9!i The Guardian, 26 July 1980.

99 PROMT AC/5/3/15: ACN1 Press release, 27 May 1980.

1,0 PROMT AC/5/3/15: Tetter from Peter M. Scott (Director of the Gailaher Ml Board) to Mills, I 

October 1980.
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As well as harbouring concerns about the effects of inflation on the proposed scheme, 

Gallaher objected to the lack of a substantial contribution from the Belfast City 

Council, while the proposed number of musicians in the new orchestra - 57 - was in 

their opinion too many.101 In an attempt to salvage the deal, the BBC generously 

improved their offer, as outlined in revised proposals:

Contingent upon the creation and maintenance of an orchestra of at least 

54 players, the BBC proposes to make available an annual sum of 

£160,000. It is prepared to contribute a further £30,000, provided this is 

matched pound for pound by any income which the [Ulster Orchestra] 

society is able to secure from Local Authorities or from sponsors other 

than Gallaher’s.102

This commitment was in stark contrast to the BBC’s ambivalence towards a merger 

that had been demonstrated previously, a welcome turn of events for ACNI. 

Following this, the request that local authorities make a contribution was satisfied 

soon after, when Mills was successful in persuading the Belfast City Council to 

pledge £30,000 per year to the Ulster Orchestra.10 '

Mills assumed the role of chief negotiator throughout the process, acting as an 

intermediary between the relevant parties and used this influence to bring Gallaher 

back into the fold. Having relinquished their interest previously, Mills wrote to the 

tobacco company in October 1980, requesting they consider becoming involved under 

the revised proposals, by way of covering the broadcasting fee that would be payable 

to the musicians:

To make the whole thing work, we would ask you to consider whether 

Gallaher’s' contribution might take the form of at least unofficially 

guaranteeing the broadcasting fee payable to the musicians. If we had 

that assured, we could then proceed to the enlarged orchestra, bearing in 

mind the reduction in budget, the reduction in the size of the orchestra

111 PRONI, AC/5/3/15: An outline of the BBC proposals to support the enlarged Ulster Orchestra, 

revised 23 October 1980.

h' PRONI, AC/5/3/15: Memo from Stratton Mills to all members of the Ulster Orchestra Society 

Board, 21 November 1980.
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and increased contribution from the BBC as well as Belfast City 

Council’s involvement.

In short, we are very close and we would be very grateful if you could 

look at helping in the way indicated."’4

Having alleviated the concerns regarding local authority contributions and the size of 

the new orchestra. Mills succeeded in convincing Gallaher to renew their interest, and 

proposals were put forward whereby Gallaher contributed £45,000 a year in exchange 

for a series of‘Gallaher concerts’ put on by the orchestra.10^

In December 1980 representatives from the various parties involved - the 

Ulster Orchestra Society, ACNI, the MU and NIMA, the BBC Management and BBC 

NI - attended a meeting in London to finalise the agreed proposals. At this stage it 

became apparent that the transfer of BBC players was the most contentious issue. The 

Ulster Orchestra wanted recruitment into their sections on the basis of a simple 

enlargement, whereas the MU and BBC preferred an ‘integration’ process by rank, 

though both of these processes would involve the loss of status for some players.106 A 

compromise was later reached whereby salaries would be protected and that auditions 

would be held for the rank and file players.1" While positions would be offered to as 

many BBC NI Orchestra players as possible, it was recognised that some wind and 

brass players could not be transferred due to the limited instrumentation in these 

sections, and these players were offered redundancy packages.106 It was recorded that 

the meeting ‘appeared to end on a slightly optimistic note’, though it was clear that 

the Ulster Orchestra contingent were not entirely satisfied with the seating 

arrangements. Detailing the events of the day, Jamison noted that

104 PRONI. AC/5/3/15: Letter from Mills to Scott, 24 October 1980.

PRONI. AC/5/3/15: Ulster Orchestra - Gallaher Sponsorship, 14 November 1980.

106 PRONI, AC/5/3/15: Orchestra negotiations - Notes on a meeting in London, 9 December 1980. 

" PRONI. AC/5/3/15: Agreement for the enlargement of the Ulster Orchestra, 23 January 1981. 

Ibid.

288



both Roger Lloyd and Patsy Fenton expressed serious reservations on the 

flight home. They felt that the compromise arrangements simply could 

not be “sold” to the Ulster Orchestra players.104

Jamison’s own view was that while the proposals were not ideal, it was the best 

outcome both orchestras could have hoped for:

While any form of compromise may be unpalatable in the short term, it 

may be the only protection for a more secure position for the long term.

This may have to be the proposition put to be put before the UO players 

and it will certainly demand diplomacy and courage.110

Despite the many imperfections of the final agreement, the Ulster Orchestra 

Society did accept the proposals, though Jamison was correct in his assertion that it 

would be difficult to convey their worth to the players. In January 1981 the Ulster 

Orchestra Society Board accepted the deal, though at the meeting Desmond 

Mulholland - the orchestra's concerts manager - spoke of the dissatisfaction felt by 

many of the players at the proposed transfer of the BBC NI players and stressed ‘the 

regret felt for the concessions which had been made to reach agreement with the 

unions, with special reference to the proposals that all violinists would have to play in 

seating auditions’.* 1" Patsy Fenton, one of the Ulster Orchestra’s violinists, agreed 

with this view and said that ‘the players, though not happy with the final outcome, 

were resigned and accepted the terms’.1" Following these statements, the minutes of 

the meeting recorded:

Mr Lloyd said he was aware and sympathised with much of the 

dissatisfaction at the eventual outcome expressed by some of the players, 

but he felt that the future of the whole orchestra had to be considered 

rather the interests of certain individuals.113

109 Ibid.

"’Ibid.

1 1 PRONI, AC/5/3/15: Minutes of a special meeting of the Ulster Orchestra Society Ltd Board, 23 

January 1981.

1 : Ibid.

i a Ibid.
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This account summarises the dialogue of the meeting, though it does not detail 

the manner in which this exchange was conducted, something that is revealed 

in a further memo from Pamela Rodgers to Jamison:

I expect you will have been told that the Board of the DOS ratified the 

agreement with the BBC on Friday afternoon ... You may also have been 

told of the attack made by Desmond Mulholland on Roger Lloyd? In 

Mulholland’s opinion, Roger sold the pass and conceded so many points 

that what has been negotiated is not an enlarged orchestra but an 

amalgamation with the BBC Orchestra. It was one of the most unpleasant 

scenes I have ever sat through.114

This is an example of the minutes not telling the whole story of what transpired at a 

meeting, the rather moderate report masking what was an ill-tempered affair. The 

‘attack’ on Lloyd referred to by Rodgers reflects the staunch opposition of the players 

towards the agreement, and the reasoning for this was outlined by Openshaw when he 

recalled the events of the period:

The original plan was that certain members of the [BBC NI] orchestra 

would be asked to join us, but we wanted to have the right to veto on 

some of them, because some of them - not to denigrate them - they were 

a light orchestra used to certain style of playing and in certain sections 

the principals didn’t think they would mix in well, musically. So that was 

agreed at first, until the BBC said “Right if you want this subsidy, you’ll 

have to take all the players”, and we were basically blackmailed into that.

But it was fine, in time, the people we hadn’t wanted - this is sounding 

bad, I know, but it wasn’t done that way - they eventually left either of 

their own accord or were pensioned off. So the two orchestras merged to 

a certain extent, but it was never an amalgamation. The BBC like to think 

it was, because they look better that way, but one thing we insisted on 

was that every member of the BBC orchestra had to receive redundancy 

notices before we would offer them a position.* 1' '

1 4 PRONI. AC/5/3/15: Memo from Pamela Rodgers to Jamison, 26 January 1981.

1 ' Interview with David Openshaw, 16 April 2013.
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While the successful enlargement of the Ulster Orchestra ought to have been a 

cause for celebration, ensuring the orchestra was capable of performing a much 

broader repertoire as well as successfully attracting various forms of sponsorship 

beyond its basic ACNI subsidy, these accounts demonstrate that the whole process 

was marred by regret. Arguments such as this were symptomatic of the bitterness with 

which the negotiations were conducted, and there is evidence to suggest that this bad 

feeling extended beyond the grievances of the players. In a press conference 

announcing the enlargement of the Ulster Orchestra, Mills expressed his satisfaction 

at the agreed outcome:

This is a major step forward. I am very pleased that agreement has now 

been reached to expand and strengthen the Ulster Orchestra. We look 

forward to working closely with the BBC and welcome the musicians 

from their orchestra.116

This optimistic statement did not, however, correlate with Mills’s private thoughts on 

the matter, and in a letter to Jamison and Worrall, he expressed his frustration at the 

way in which the negotiations were conducted, as well as detailing some misgivings 

about the agreement the orchestra was entering into:

Dear Stanley & Ken,

1 am writing you a joint letter now that we have more or less concluded 

our arrangements for the enlargement of the Ulster Orchestra from thirty- 

seven to fifty-five. I know that this is something the Arts Council has 

wanted for many years, and certainly it does give us the opportunity to 

create one fine large orchestra for the province, nevertheless there are 

many aspects of this matter which I am extremely unhappy about, and 

while I share the wish for a larger orchestra, I cannot be blind to the fact 

that it is only being obtained on terms which now pile up problems for 

the future.

The areas of weakness I would wish to put on record are as follows:

1 6 PRONl, AC/5/3/15: Ulster Orchestra Society Press statement, 28 January 1981.
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The BBC - I am sorry to say it but I have not found them very helpful 

and 1 am by no means confident that they will operate in the true spirit of 

our agreement.

Gallaher’s - They have various requirements which will necessitate some 

fairly expensive conductors and soloists, so that although they are putting 

in money, rather more than I wished will have to go out by the way of 

expenditure.11'

ACNI staff shared the sentiments expressed in this letter, as the prospect of funding 

an enlarged orchestra caused a great deal of unease and uncertainty. An internal 

memo from Rodgers to Jamison referring to Mills’s letter noted the following:

I have put the above “on file” and now propose to open a new one! As 

one of the assessors I should also like to be on record as having similar 

misgivings - no doubt superfluous as you and Dr Worrall have them too!

I find it worrying and ironical that though we have got what we long 

wished for, it has come at a time when it seems we may now be able to 

afford little else musical. I am fearful that in consequence hard decisions 

may have to be taken in the next few years as matters of expediency 

rather than as the result of reasoned assessments of standards.118

Although these pessimistic forecasts were being aired internally, the 

announcement of a larger orchestra was greeted with much more enthusiasm in the 

press. Focusing on the musical advantages of the project, Charles Acton voiced his 

full support of the enlargement in the Irish Times:

Back to Belfast and to recall the extremely exciting news that the 

orchestra “merger” between the Ulster Orchestra and the BBC NIO is 

now, at long last, agreed. This presumably now means that Belfast will 

now have the standard romantic repertoire available to them regularly.

They will still be 15 or so short of the ordinary RTESO, but let us hope

1 PRONl. AC/5/3/15: Letter from Mills to Worrall and Jamison, 27 January 1981. 

1 N PRONl. AC/5/3/15: Memo from Rodgers to Jamison, 29 January 1981.
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that growth will follow. We need two equivalent orchestras in our two 

largest cities.114

While the enlargement from 37 to 55 players was not due to take place until 1 May 

1981, in February of that year, audiences were given a sample of what to expect from 

the augmented ensemble, when the newly recruited BBC players made their first 

appearance. Bryden Thomson (who continued as the Ulster Orchestra’s Principal 

Conductor after the enlargement) conducted a programme of Beethoven’s Symphony 

No. 6 and Brahms’s Piano Concerto No. 1 (soloist: Pascal Roge) in the Ulster Hall. In 

a review of this concert, Alfred Burrowes wrote in the Irish Times that:

Apart from being able to cope more easily with the 19th and 20th century 

music from now on, a greater advantage lies in the increased dynamic 

range and in the broader melodic outlines now possible when playing 

quietly, particularly in the lower strings, as happens for so much of the 

time in the ‘Pastoral’ symphony. The way this performance went had a 

great deal of charm about it.120

When the official unveiling of the enlarged orchestra took place in May 1981, 

Lloyd, who had by then been appointed as the Ulster Orchestra’s General 

Administrator, proclaimed the inaugural concert as

not only a great music event, but a superb beginning for Ulster’s first 

full-time professional symphony orchestra. This May Day programme of 

Rimsky-Korsakov, Tchaikovsky, Rachmaninov and Borodin heralded a 

new era of musical enjoyment for the public of Northern Ireland.

The long-term commitment of ACNI, the BBC, Gallaher Ltd and Belfast 

City Council to the Ulster Orchestra must be the envy of arts
..12iorganisations throughout Great Britain.

1 ' Irish Times, 6 February 1981.

I'° Irish Times, 18 February 1981.

IJ Ulster Orchestra: Fanfare, Vol. 2 No. 1, undated, (c. May 1981). For a photograph of Mills, Peter 

Scott (Gallaher’s N1 Director), Thomson and Worrall at the official unveiling of the enlarged orchestra, 

see Appendix 8, fig. 44 below.
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The significance of this event perhaps justified Lloyd’s hyperbole, however, as one 

Belfast Newsletter review noted, the orchestra had some challenges to overcome:

The biggest test for the Ulster Orchestra will now be its ability to include 

a wide range of major romantic works in its repertoire, but if quality, not 

quantity, has hitherto been the criterion, then the prospects for the 

orchestra’s future as the province’s showpiece are rosier than ever.

As well as proving itself capable of attracting large audiences on a consistent basis, it 

remained to be seen whether the newly recruited musicians would gel musically with 

their colleagues. In a review of the first half of the enlarged orchestra’s first season of 

subscription concerts, Hilary Bracefleldl", commented on these issues in Music and 

Musicians magazine:

It was a pleasure to see the brass fully integrated into the orchestra. So 

often in the past when they were hired from the BBC orchestra they 

seemed to resent their translation; now they appear to be revelling in their 

enlarged repertoire. The horns are proving a particularly fine, reliable 

section. The wind have produced some memorable solo playing, but 

appear not to have come completely to terms with the enlarged orchestra, 

sometimes playing as they used to in the 40-strong days, thus being 

needlessly swamped. The strings have not yet settled to unanimity of 

tone and phrasing. I wonder how many sectional rehearsals they get? In 

both string and wind sections I felt that when suddenly exposed, or in 

short passages of neat detail, they are found wanting. Sometimes this 

must be due to shortage of rehearsal time for so many new works to the 

repertory, the changes of conductor, and the demanding programmes.

And of course an orchestra cannot be built in a few months. I await with 

interest to see how the season develops.

The audiences, after a worrying start, have been encouraging and 

enthusiastic. To draw people out still needs publicity and careful 

programme planning. One must remember that audiences have been

122 Belfast Newsletter, 22 May 1981.

123 See Personalia below.
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rationed in the number of nineteenth century classics they have heard, 

and have to be weaned gently away from their once staple diet of Haydn, 

Mozart and early Beethoven. It will take a few years before they are 

clamouring for Mahler or Bruckner or Sibelius, let alone Tippett or 

Maxwell Davies.124

As Bracefield noted, there were perhaps some initial faults in the augmented 

orchestra, unsurprising given the players’ unfamiliarity with the repertoire, as well as 

their not being accustomed to playing in a large orchestra.

There were also some issues with the BBC studio recordings that constituted 

part of the orchestra's revised remit, as many of the musicians had not experienced 

this type of work before. David Byers12^ - then a producer for BBC NI - recalled the 

irritation of players when undertaking BBC recordings:

The studio itself was far from ideal, and the agro [hostility] was 

horrendous. It was just not a nice place to play, the sound engineers could 

get a great result from it, but there was no sense of proper artistic 

balance. You left the balancing up to the sound engineers, so the players 

weren’t feeling artistically satisfied in what they were doing, they were 

constantly being stopped and started.

They didn’t like the repertoire, they didn’t like the conductors brought in 

by the BBC. The BBC had control over its own output, which by then 

was me, and of course I was exploring my Samuel Wesley’s and Potter’s 

and Stemdale Bennett’s - trying to create a niche for the orchestra which 

nobody else was doing, so in a sense that it had a particular identity. But 

the players hated it, you know, why should they be playing this 

repertoire? And of course by the nature of playing from manuscript 

copies, sometimes certainly riddled with mistakes, and they didn't feel 

they should spend their time correcting things.* 1"6

L4 Music and Musicians, December 1981, p. 33. 

See Personalia below.

I'h Interview with David Byers, 28 June 2011.
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This unrewarding work schedule was short-lived for the orchestra, as studio 

recordings were replaced in 1984 by series of ‘BBC Invitation Concerts’, broadcast 

on a later date. These concerts were free entry, meaning that as well as being more 

rewarding for the musicians, they had the added benefit of ensuring the orchestra 

appeared more often in the concert hall, which was useful for fostering audiences. 

Prior to 1984, the orchestra went into the studio for a number of months and did not 

give any concerts during this time, so these invitation concerts ensured that the 

orchestra had an active profile in the region throughout the year, prompting Byers to 

comment that ‘getting them out of the studio to give those concerts was the best thing
127we ever did’.

The success of the various commercial recordings issued by the Ulster 

Orchestra throughout the 1980s suggests that it developed into a fine ensemble, 

initially under Thomson as Principal Conductor, then Vernon Handley (1985-9) and 

Yan Pascal Tortelier (1989-92). As well as the complete orchestral works of Hamilton 

Harty, the orchestra recorded a series of tone poems by Arnold Bax, and also works 

by Elgar, Britten, Bridge and Dvorak. Many of these releases received critical praise, 

for example the recording of Bax’s Symphony No. 4 and Tintagel was listed on The 

Guardian's ‘Records of the year’ as well as being placed runner-up in the orchestra 

section Gramophone magazine’s Record Awards in 1984. Recordings such as this 

contributed to an improvement in the orchestra’s reputation outside Northem Ireland, 

though the increased attendances at the Ulster Hall subscription concerts are the most 

reliable measure of the enlarged orchestra’s achievements. From an average 

attendance of 780 for the 1981-2 season, the 1982-3 season saw audiences averaging 

at approximately 1,120, including eight concerts when the hall was filled to 

capacity.I2l, The following 1983-4 season averaged 90% audiences, ‘a statistic of 

which many orchestras would be proud’ according to Lloyd, whose end of season 

letter to patrons revelled in the orchestra’s success:

127 Ibid.

128 See Appendix 8, fig. 45 below for a photograph from the recording session for Harty’s Violin 

Concerto.

129 Ulster Orchestra concert programme, 28 April 1983.
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I do not think this bare figure adequately describes the scenes we have 

witnessed during the past season: recalling the box office queues for 

return tickets, our Shop crowded with customers and, on numerous 

occasions, an Ulster Hall filled to capacity complements many happy 

memories of the many outstanding performances we have enjoyed.130

These accomplishments were a far cry from the response from meagre 

audiences at Ulster Orchestra concerts during the 1960s and 1970s, suggesting that 

the misgivings expressed by Mills, Rodgers, Jamison, and indeed the Ulster Orchestra 

players in the weeks and months leading up to the enlargement were misplaced. As 

well as having instigated the orchestra’s most successful period, the collaboration 

with the BBC did prove sustainable and still exists today, as does the sponsorship 

from Belfast City Council.* 1’1 Speaking soon after his retirement as BBC NI Head of 

Music in 1981, Edgar Boucher discussed in an interview with Fortnight magazine the 

recent enlargement of the Ulster Orchestra, an ironic ‘fait accompli’ given that he had 

advocated an amalgamation for so long and it only occurred once he had retired, 

albeit ‘under different circumstances to from what he originally envisaged’.13' 

Boucher argued that:

The prospects of the new Ulster Orchestra splitting its time between 

broadcasting and public performance in a wide range of repertoire is the 

best compromise for our own situation here in Northern Ireland. What 

has happened is logical and necessary, but a much better and more 

advantageous solution was available many years before this.1”

It may well have been the case that a more favourable solution could have been 

reached earlier, but it is certainly beyond doubt that when the enlargement did take 

place, it reversed the fortunes of the Ulster Orchestra and BBC NI and ultimately

130 Ulster Orchestra concert Programme, 4 May 1984.

1' Restrictions on tobacco sponsorship meant the curtailment of the Gallaher Ltd sponsorship, however

there remains a series of JT1 Lunchtime concerts sponsored by the Japan Tobacco Industry, who

acquired the Gallaher Group in 2007.

L’2 * * * Philip Hammond, ‘A Quality of life - A profile of Dr Edgar Boucher’ Fortnight, 18 May 1981.

m Ibid.
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meant that the continued provision of orchestral music in the region was secure for 

the foreseeable future.
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CONCLUSION

This thesis has considered a period of thirty-six years in the musical life of Northern 

Ireland, a relatively small time frame in the grand scheme of things, though one of 

great significance in Ulster’s cultural history. The years 1945-81 saw arts subsidy in 

Northern Ireland increase dramatically, as music-making in the region became 

gradually more professionalised. Many of the themes relating to orchestral subsidy 

touched upon in the thesis are not confined to the immediate post-war period 

however; issues such as the financial burden that maintaining a symphony orchestra 

places on ACNI have cropped up at various other junctures in the Ulster Orchestra’s 

history. Chronicling the development of orchestral music in Northern Ireland between 

1945 and 1981, the majority of the thesis has centred on the activities of the Ulster 

Orchestra, an unsurprising outcome given the seminal role this ensemble has played 

in the musical life of the region since its formation in 1966. Aside from the 

orchestra’s own subscription concerts, this immensely valuable addition to Northern 

Irish society has included support for local opera companies, the BPS as well as an 

immeasurable contribution to music education in the region. Despite the orchestra’s 

importance, until now there has been little research undertaken on its history, or of 

orchestral provision in Northern Ireland prior to its formation for that matter, and it 

has been my intention to redress this imbalance.

The project began with an outline of different modes of orchestral 

performance in Northern Ireland during the immediate post-war era, much of which 

has not been researched in any great depth prior to now. Although I have made some 

reference to musical activity in Belfast during the Second World War in chapter 1, 

concert life was, understandably, severely limited from 1939-45. It was only with the 

cessation of war that a reawakening of cultural activity took place, including the 

formation of the BSO and the efforts made by CEMA to attract visiting orchestras to 

the region. For this reason, 1945 appeared a suitable starting point for the thesis, and 

the opening chapter has provided suitable context for outlining the circumstances 

under which the Ulster Orchestra came into being, something that is discussed in 

detail in chapter II. While ACNI displayed a great deal of foresight in supporting this 

venture, the Council soon found that the orchestra cost more than had been 

anticipated, and audiences were disappointingly low. This resulted in ACNI becoming
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the target of media criticism during the Ulster Orchestra’s formative years, and by 

1969 there were serious doubts about the continued existence of the ensemble. These 

difficulties are examined in depth in chapters III, IV and V, which shed new light on a 

tense period in the Council’s history, marred by infighting and issues concerning the 

administration of the orchestra. As it became clear that an orchestra of thirty-seven 

players was not sustainable for ACNI, based on recommendations made by the NI 

Government in 1969, negotiations were opened with the BBC with a view to merging 

the Ulster Orchestra and the BBC NI Orchestra. These proposals are examined in 

chapter VI, and having proved unsuccessful, were reopened in 1976, with this second 

merger attempt forming the basis for chapter VIII. 1981 was an appropriate cut off 

point for the thesis, as the absorption of the disbanded BBC NI Orchestra musicians 

into the Ulster Orchestra signalled the beginning of a new period in the orchestra’s 

history, whereby it undertook concert giving and broadcasting duties. As well as this 

change of brief and personnel in the orchestra, another reason why this was a suitable 

moment to conclude the thesis was that in 1980 the Ulster Orchestra Society Ltd had 

been established, meaning that for the first time in the orchestra’s history it was 

administered by an independent body, not by ACNI directly. While the BBC has been 

an influential presence in the musical life of Northern Ireland since the formation of 

the Belfast station in 1924 and has been taken into account at several stages 

throughout this thesis, ACNI undoubtedly acted as the primary force in the 

advancement of orchestral provision in the region in the post-Second World War era, 

and its prominent role is reflected in the thesis.

This prevalence meant many aspects of CEMA/ACNI’s activities appeared to 

be separate from the work undertaken by the BBC in the region, though it soon 

became apparent during the course of this research that many decisions taken with 

regard to orchestral policy - including the formation of the CBO and later the Ulster 

Orchestra - were in fact directly influenced by changes of BBC policy in the region, 

meaning that the actions of the BBC and CEMA/ACNI were indeed related. As will 

have become clear throughout, this overlap resulted in BBC music strategy in 

Northern Ireland acting as an underlying theme of the thesis, providing the impetus 

for developments elsewhere, particularly during the orchestral merger attempts of the 

1970s. This relationship between the BBC and CEMA/ACNI is perhaps symptomatic 

of Northern Ireland’s size and geographical isolation; in many ways the musical life
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of the region can be compared to a finely balanced ecosystem: when one aspect is 

altered or removed, the effects are far reaching. This situation makes Northern Ireland 

unique in many respects, and must be taken into account when establishing an 

understanding of events in the region. Figures such as Havelock Nelson and Edgar 

Boucher exemplify the inward-looking nature of musical life in Northern Ireland. 

Both were BBC music staff, yet wielded authority in other areas, Nelson in opera 

performance, Boucher through his membership of various ACNI committees.1 

Situations such as this are not confined to this period of research, having been a 

longstanding characteristic of Northern Ireland’s musical life. Given the small pool of 

professional musicians in the region, one potential way of uniting these different 

factions that has been proposed is the formation of a music conservatoire for the 

region. This was formally considered in the early 1990s, when ACNI commissioned 

Basil Deane (a Northern Ireland native who was then Professor of Music at the 

University of Birmingham) to compile a report on the proposal and make 

recommendations for third-level arts education in Northern Ireland. The expansion of 

musical activities in the region identified throughout this thesis prompted Deane to 

comment that:

A native of Northern Ireland returning to the Province after some forty 

years of working abroad will find that much has changed. In the field of 

performance arts for example, the expansion of education, resources and 

provision has been, to use an appropriate word, dramatic.“

Having considered the feasibility of a college of music, dance or theatre, Deane 

concluded that a drama conservatoire was the best option. It was noted that a college 

of music was not sustainable, insufficient student numbers being the primary reason:

It is very difficult to envisage the constituency from which the College 

could attract annually the necessary number of suitably qualified

See Personalia below for biographical information on these two figures. Nelson’s contribution to 

opera in Northern Ireland is discussed in Chapter VII above, and Boucher’s influence on the UO-BBC 

NI merger proposals is discussed in Chapter VI above.

“ PRONI, AC/6/4/12: Professional Training in the Perfonnance Arts in Northern Ireland, A Report 

commissioned by the Arts Council of Northern Ireland on behalf of the Department of Education in 

Northern Ireland, preface.
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entrants. The present number of annual entrants from the Province to UK 

Music Colleges does not exceed single figures, and there is no evidence 

of an unsatisfied demand from qualified students for places. Even if in 

the future the number of trained and motivated students were to increase 

dramatically, there is no reason to assume that all, or even most, would 

prefer to pursue their studies locally instead of outside the Province.'

This instance serves as a reminder of the fundamental difficulties in maintaining any 

sort of permanent musical venture in Northern Ireland, and any appraisal of 

professional music-making in the region must take into consideration its small 

population.

As has already been touched upon, BBC policy has proved inseparable from 

the various issues discussed in this thesis. It should be stressed, however, that music 

broadcasting remains a distinct area of research, and further analysis of the BBC’s 

music subsidy for its Northern Ireland region would complement much of the material 

covered here. For example, Ruth Stanley’s PhD thesis examining the BBC’s role in 

the development of music and its audiences in Northern Ireland, 1924-39, indicates 

powerfully the extent to which this topic merits an independent project in itself. As 

with broadcasting, there are other themes touched upon in this thesis that warrant 

further investigation. No attempt has been made to chart the history of the BPS since 

Malcolm Ruthven’s pamphlet marking the Society’s centenary in 1974, while a 

comprehensive history of opera in Northern Ireland is long overdue, as is a history of 

the Arts Council in the region. Likewise, as the Ulster Orchestra approaches its 

fiftieth anniversary in 2016 one hopes that an examination of its activities post-1981 

will soon be considered. Although each of these areas constitutes its own subject, 

exploration of these issues would supplement a larger monograph on orchestral music 

in Northern Ireland given the extensive overlap that exists between these 

organisations. The research undertaken here would form the basis of such a 

monograph, though there would also be the opportunity to extend the timeframe of 

such a project as more sources become available. As was mentioned in the Literature

’ PRONI, AC/6/4/12: Professional Training in the Performance Arts in Northern Ireland, A Report 

commissioned by the Arts Council of Northern Ireland on behalf of the Department of Education in 

Northern Ireland, p. 16.
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Review section above, there are currently limitations on the archival sources relating 

to the subject. Once the embargo dates for ACNI and BBC expire in their respective 

archives, these additional files will make a project that explores orchestral provision 

post-1981 more viable than it is currently.

Any history of the Ulster Orchestra post-1981 would no doubt have a strong 

focus on funding issues, continuing with the thread that is so prominent in this thesis. 

As was discussed in the final chapter here, the orchestra enjoyed a number of artistic 

successes during the 1980s, though it is worth pointing out that as the decade 

progressed, the orchestra’s financial situation deteriorated one again. The problem 

stemmed from an increase in player wages (agreed at a national level), which was not 

accompanied by a comparative increase in ACNI subsidy; something Stratton Mills 

identified at the Ulster Orchestra Society AGM in 1988:

For several years we have had to bridge the gap between the rate of 

increase in overall income and escalating costs ... Here, where the role of 

the arts is of greater importance we receive per capita substantially less 

support from government and, particularly, local authorities as a whole 

than our counterparts in the rest of the UK.4 5

Concerned about the increasing cost of running the orchestra, Mills concluded 

that:

There is no prospect whatsoever of bridging this widening deficit without 

substantial government support. 1 must give a public warning - the 

continued existence of the Ulster Orchestra is now, frankly, in serious 

doubt.'

This threat to the orchestra’s existence was alleviated by a substantial increase in 

government funding for the arts in Northern Ireland, bringing it to a similar level to 

the rest of the UK,f’ though this episode illustrates how precarious the orchestra’s

4 PRON1, AC/5/3/4: Ulster Orchestra Society Annual General Meeting, Chairman’s Report, 6 

December 1988.

5 Ibid.

" PRON1, AC/5/3/4: Ulster Orchestra Society Annual General Meeting, Chairman’s Report, 13 

December 1989.
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finances were at this time. A report commissioned by ACNI in 2005 examining the 

Ulster Orchestra’s social and economic impact in Northern Ireland reveals that at this 

time its financial security was in no better a position than had been the case in 1989. 

A number of concerns were raised, focusing on the lack of any long-term guarantees 

from its funding sources:

The overall sustainability of the Ulster Orchestra is dependent on the 

level of future income sources from its key funders - ACNI and the BBC 

... Although the BBC contract has been extended until 2006, there is no 

clear outline of future funding levels, limiting the ability of the Ulster 

Orchestra to plan for the long term.

Although this discrepancy resulted in no immediate danger in 2005, the status 

whereby the orchestra is heavily dependent on a combination of ACNI and BBC 

subsidies remains largely unchanged today, and the fifteen percent cut in funding 

from ACNI for the 2014/15 financial year serves as a reminder of the Ulster 

Orchestra’s fraught existence/ An editorial in the Belfast Telegraph recently called 

for greater encouragement and support for the Ulster Orchestra, noting:

In a recession it is inevitable that the arts is a soft target for cutbacks, and 

the effect is severe for organisations which enhance the cultural life of 

any city and region.

[The orchestra] plays a key role in the arts life of Northern Ireland. It is 

the jewel in the arts crown, and everything possible must be done to 

ensure that it not only survives but flourishes/

While the Ulster Orchestra is by no means the only arts organization in the UK facing 

cutbacks, these comments are reminiscent of many newspaper columns quoted 

throughout this thesis, and the conclusion must be made that the debates surrounding 

orchestral provision in the region from the 1940s through to the 1980s remain relevant 

today. As has been mentioned above, there is a sense of history repeating itself in this 

regard. In December 2012 it was reported in a number of media outlets that the

PRON1, AC/2/4/17: A Study of the Economic and Social Impact of the Ulster Orchestra, April 2005.

* Belfast Telegraph, 30 November 2013.

9 Ibid.
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orchestra management was considering a reduction in playing staff in a bid to save 

money, effectively meaning that it would revert to its pre-1981 composition.10 

Continuing with the concept of history repeating itself, the failings of an ensemble 

this size in Northern Ireland from 1966-81 suggest that this outcome would be ill 

advised, given the ensuing restrictions in repertoire, not only for the orchestra itself 

but for the BPS and NI Opera. However, to end on a cautiously optimistic note, when 

looking to the future, the Ulster Orchestra should perhaps take solace in the fact that 

its financial position is by no means a new problem. It has survived regardless of 

having been faced with these situations on previous occasions, important to bear in 

mind as its staff and audience hope for an improvement in the orchestra’s fortunes in 

the years to come.

10 Michael Quinn, ‘Ulster Orchestra consults over future to preserve this orchestra’, in Classical Music, 

6 December 2012. <http://www.classicalmusicmagazine.org/2012/12/ulster-orchestra-consults-over- 

future-to-preserve-this-orchestra/> (Accessed 6 December 2013).
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PERSONALIA

Parts a) and b) detailed here outline BBC, ACNI and Ulster Orchestra personnel who 

held posts during the years 1945-81, many of whom have been cited in the text. Part 

c) comprises short biographies of prominent figures who feature in the thesis.

a) BBC personnel1

Director- General
W.J. Haley 1944-52
Sir Ian Jacob 1952-9
Sir Hugh Greene 1960-9
Sir Charles Curran 1969-77
Sir Ian Trethowan 1977-82

Managing Director, Radio 
Frank Gillard 1969-70
Ian Trethowan 1970-5
Howard Newby 1976-8
Aubrey Singer 1978-82

Director of Programmes, Radio 
(Deputy Managing Director, Radio) 
Richard Marriott 1959-70
Gerard Mansell 1970-1
Howard Newby 1971-5
Douglas Muggeridge 1975-80
Charles McLelland 1980-6

Controller, Third Programme 
(Radio 3 from 1970)
Howard Newby 1958-71
Stephen Hearst 1972-8
lan McIntyre 1978-87

Head of Music
Sir Steuart Wilson 1948-50
Herbert Murrill 1950-2

Controller, Music
Richard Howgill 1952-9
William Clock 1959-72
Robert Ponsonby 1972-85

Regional Director, Northern Ireland 
(Northern Ireland Controller from 1948) 
George Marshall 1932-48
Andrew Stewart 1948-53
Cyril Conner 1953
Richard Marriott 1953-6
Robert McCall 1956-66
B. Waldo Maguire 1966-72
Stuart Wyton (acting) 1972-3
Richard Francis 1973-6
James Hawthorne 1978-87

Much of the information contained here has been gathered from the ‘Personalia’ appendix in Kenyon, 

The BBC Symphony Orchestra, pp. 439-41.
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b) CEMA/ACNI & Ulster Orchestra personnel

CEMA NI Chairman (President from Conductor, City of Belfast Orchestra

1948) Denis Mulgan 1950-5

Sir David Keir 1943-9 Maurice Miles 1955-66

Dame Dehra Parker 1949-60

J. Ritchie McKee 1960-4 Principal Conductor, Ulster Orchestra

Peter Montgomery 1964-74 Maurice Miles 1966-7

Dr Stanley Worrall 1974-82 Sergiu Comissiona 1967-9

Edgar Cosma 1969-74

CEMA Organiser Alun Francis 1974-6

Jack Loudan 1943-56 Bryden Thomson 1977-85

CEMA General Secretary (Director from Leader, Ulster Orchestra

1962) Janos Fiirst 1966-8

John Lewis-Crosby 1956-60 Meyer Stolow 1968-71

Mrs W.M. Capper 1960-5 Roland Stanbridge 1971-4

Michael Whewell 1966-9 Dennis Benson (acting) 1974-5

Kenneth Jamison 1969-91 Pan Hon Lee 1975-80
Richard Howarth 1981-9

c) Biographies

Armstrong, Douglas. Respected choral conductor and organist, who ran the long- 

established Hart & Churchill music shop in Belfast’s Wellington Place during the 

1960s. Armstrong acted as GOSNI/NIOT choms master from 1958-75.

Barnes, Michael (1932-2008). Bames was bom in Peckham, South London and 

educated at Wadham College, Oxford, where he graduated with a first class honours 

in History in 1954. He arrived in Belfast in 1961 on his appointment as a lecturer in 

the Department of History, QUB. When the Queen’s Film Theatre was opened in 

1968, Barnes was appointed Chairman of the Film Sub-Committee. In 1973 Bames 

was appointed Director of the Queen’s Festival, a role he combined with his academic
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duties (he was by then a Senior Lecturer in the university). He is credited with turning 

what was a provincial event into the second-biggest arts festival in the British Isles, 

Wesley McCann commenting that ‘[the Festival’s] international reputation was 

earned to a large extent by Barnes himself.1 In 1980 Barnes resigned from his 

lecturing post and was appointed artistic director of Belfast’s Grand Opera House, 

overseeing two major refurbishments of the venue as a result of significant bomb 

damage. He continued in this position and as Director of the Festival until his 

retirement in 1994, and received an OBE for his services to the arts.

Bell, Daphne (1926-2006). Bom in Dublin, Daphne Bell was a music teacher in 

Northern Ireland throughout her career, though her most notable achievement was the 

founding of the Ulster College of Music in 1966. Bell directed the college in her spare 

time until her retirement in 1983, at which point she took over on a full-time basis, 

continuing in this role until the late 1990s (throughout this time Bell was officially 

Honorary Director and gave her services for no fee or other income). While the 

teachers at the college included members of the Ulster Orchestra, other ‘visiting 

professors’ would travel to Belfast especially to give lessons, including the 

distinguished violinist Jaroslav Vanecek. In a province with a mainly segregated 

school system, it is worth noting that the Ulster College was non-denominational in 

every sense; being a Quaker, Bell was of the view that being a Protestant or Catholic 

was nothing to do with music. Bell was perpetually described as ‘larger than life’ and 

a ‘big personality’, and was addressed as ‘Miss Bell’ (being allowed to address her as 

‘Daphne’ was considered something of a privilege). She was awarded an MBE for 

services to music in 1989.2

Bicker, Elizabeth (b. 1942). NIOT accompanist (1974-5) and chorus master (1976- 

82). Bom in Northern Ireland, after studying piano for four years at the Royal

Wesley McCann, ‘Michael Barnes OBE’, in New Ulster Biography <http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk- 

northem-ireland-24388336> (Accessed 4 October 2013).

2 Richard Froggatt, 'Daphne Bell MBE’, in New Ulster Biography

<http://www.newulsterbiography.co.uk/index.php/home/viewPerson/1957> (Accessed 4 October 

2013).
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Academy of Music, London, Bicker first became known as an accompanist, working 

with professional and amateur musicians, and is a well-respected teacher in Ulster. 

Bicker is also an adjudicator at music festivals throughout the United Kingdom, and 

has broadcast on BBC and RTE television and radio.

Boucher, Edgar (1918-2003). Known to his family and friends as Billy, Boucher was 

bom in Dublin and came to Belfast in 1947 on his appointment as Music Organiser 

for the BBC in Belfast and later became Head of Music for BBC NI. He was well 

known throughout Ulster as presenter of the television programme Songs of Praise, 

and was described in his obituary as ‘the eminent but unassuming backroom boy of 

BBC music in Belfast’.' Boucher was a long-standing member of several ACNI 

Committees, including its Board (1964-74), Music Committee (1955-83), Standing 

Committee (1960-74), Ulster Orchestra Management Committee (1969-74) and Opera 

Committee (1974-9).

Bracefield, Hilary (b. 1938). Bom in New Zealand, Bracefield studied Music and 

English at the University of Otago. In 1976 she was appointed Music Lecturer at the 

University of Ulster, and served as Head of Music from 1988 until her retirement in 

2003. An active music critic, Bracefield contributed reviews to Soundpost, Music and 

Musicians and Fanfare magazines.

Brown, Edward Godfrey (1874-1955). Conductor of the Belfast Philharmonic 

Society, 1912-50 and Music Director for BBC Northern Ireland, 1924-37. Born in 

Cumbria, Brown studied violin, organ and piano at the Royal College of Music, 

London. He returned to Barrow-in-Furness and served in numerous musical posts as 

conductor and organist. Henry Wood recommended him for the conductorship of the 

BPS in 1912 and prior to his BBC appointment Brown was Head of Music at 

Methodist College, Belfast. Brown’s contribution to musical life in Northern Ireland 

was immense, both prior to and during his tenure as Music Director to the Belfast 

Station. His efforts were recognised when he received an OBE in 1936.

’ Belfast Telegraph, 6 February 2003.
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Byers, David (b. 1947). Composer and musicologist David Byers worked as a 

producer at BBC Northern Ireland, 1977-2002. Upon his retirement from the BBC, he 

was appointed the Ulster Orchestra’s Chief Executive, a position he held until 2010.

Comissiona, Sergiu (1928-2005). Ulster Orchestra Principal Conductor, 1967-9. 

Bom in Bucharest, Comissiona studied violin and was hired as a violinist with the 

Romanian State Ensemble when still in his teens. He was appointed Principal 

Conductor of the Romanian National Opera in 1955, a position he held until 1959. He 

tied Romania’s communist regime in 1959, and emigrated to Israel, where he founded 

the Ramat Gan Chamber Ensemble. He also directed the Haifa Symphony Orchestra 

from 1959 until 1966. Other posts he held include Music Director of the Gothenburg 

Symphony Orchestra (1966-77), Chief Conductor of the Netherlands Radio 

Philharmonic (1982-9) and the Baltimore Symphony Orchestra (1969-84).

Cosma, Edgar (b. 1925). Principal Conductor of the Ulster Orchestra, 1969-74. 

Cosma was bom in Bucharest, where he obtained degrees in composition and 

orchestral conducting at the National Conservatory. He settled in Paris in 1960 and 

received French citizenship in 1966. Other conducting posts included head of the 

Romanian Cinematography Orchestra (1951-9) and the Broadcasting Orchestra of 

Nord Picardie, Lille (1973-5). Cosma is also known for his compositions, published 

by Editions Bim/

Cromie, Beatrice. Cromie initially worked with ACNI’s accounts department from 

1968-70, was the Ulster Orchestra’s secretary, 1970-3. She then had a brief spell as 

Concerts Manager before her appointment as General Manager in late 1973. In 1978 

she left the Ulster to take up the post of Orchestra Administrator for the Auckland 

Symphonia.

4 For further information, see <www.byersmusic.com>.

’ ‘Edgar Cosma’, in Editions Bim <http://www.editions-bim.com/composers/edgar-cosma> (Accessed 
4 October 2013).
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Curry, David (1899-1971). Curry’s association with music in Belfast began at the 

age of thirteen, when he began playing viola in the orchestra of the Philharmonic 

Society/’ Curry gained experience conducting with the orchestra in the Royal Avenue 

Picture House when in his late teens, before joining the BBC Northern Ireland 

Orchestra as a violinist in 1931. In 1938 he established his Irish Rhythms Orchestra, 

an ensemble that became popular with local audiences during the Second World War. 

When the BBC reformed its Northern Ireland Orchestra in 1949, Curry was appointed 

its conductor. Facing mounting criticism concerning the standard of playing produced 

by the new orchestra, Curry was temporarily replaced by Czech conductor Vilem 

Tausky soon after, though once Tausky had succeeded in improving the ensemble, 

Curry was reinstated and continued in the post until his retirement in 1965.

Ehrlich, Cyril (1925-2004). Economic historian who was a Lecturer in Economic 

History at QUB, 1961-9, Reader, 1969-74 and Emeritus Professor of Economic and 

Social History, 1974-86. Ehrlich pioneered the study of concert life in 19th and 20th 

Century Britain, and his influential books include The Piano: A History (1976), and 

The Music Profession in Britain Since the Eighteenth Century (1985). He was also 

member of the ACNI Board, 1968-80 and its Finance and General Purposes 

Committee, 1969-80.

Emmerson, Michael (b. 1941). Emmerson is primarily known in Northern Ireland as 

founder of the Belfast Festival at Queen’s. Bom in Stratford Upon Avon, Emmerson 

arrived at QUB as a student in 1961, and the following year presented a small student 

Arts Festival, which later grew into the Queen’s Festival. Emmerson directed the 

Festival until 1971, and went on to have a successful career in arts management as 

Artist Manager and later as President of the RCA Red Seal/BMG Classics label.

Frame, Damian (b. 1959). Born in Newry, Damian Frame studied clarinet with Chris 

King in Belfast and Yona Ettlinger in London. Having graduated from QUB with a

6 Ewan O’Doherty, ‘David Curry’, in Musicweb <http://www.musicweb-

intemational.com/classRev/2003/May03/David_Curry.htm%5C> (Accessed 26 October 2013).
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BMus in 1981, he received an MA in 1982 and PCGE in 1983. He was awarded PhD 

in 1993 for his research into the Harmoniemusik of the Bohemian composer Georg 

Druschetzky. Since 1977 Frame has worked as a freelance clarinettist with many 

ensembles including the Ulster Orchestra, BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra, the RTF 

Concert Orchestra, Castleward Opera and NI Opera. He has been Head of Music at 

Sacred Heart Grammar School, Newry since 1987.

Francis, Alun (b. 1943). Welsh conductor Alun Francis was appointed staff 

conductor with the Ulster Orchestra in 1967, Associate Conductor in 1971, then 

Resident Conductor in 1974, a position he held until 1976. During his time in Belfast 

he was also Musical Director of the Philharmonic Society (1967-76) and Artistic 

Director of NIOT (1975-80). After he left Ulster, Francis went on to have a successful 

conducting career, and held positions of Chief or Principal Conductor of the Berlin 

Symphoniker, Orchestra di Sinfonica di Milano, Haydn Orchestra Bolzano/Trento, 

Nordwestdeutsche Philharmonic, Opera Forum in the Netherlands, Northwest 

Chamber Music in Seattle, Thiiringen Philharmonic as well as Artistic Director of 

Tehran Opera.

Froud, Donald (b. 1932). Ulster Orchestra General Manager, 1966-8. Bom in 

Salisbury, Froud studied horn at the Royal Academy of Music and worked in London 

as a freelance player. In 1956 he spend six months with the Radio Eireann Orchestra, 

and was later appointed to a position in the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra.

Fiirst, Janos (1935-2007). Ulster Orchestra Leader (1966-8) and Assistant Conductor 

(1968-71). Fiirst was born in Budapest, where he studied violin in the Franz Liszt 

Academy of Music. After the Soviet invasion of Hungary in 1956, he tied his home 

country, continuing his studies in the Conservatoire de Paris, where he won a Premier 

Prix. In 1958 he was offered a job in the Radio Eireann Symphony Orchestra as a 

rank and file violinist, a position he held until his appointment in Ulster. Other 

conducting positions held include Principal Conductor of the Malmo Symphony

7 PROM, AC/12/43: Donald Froud biography.
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Orchestra (1974-7), Music Director of the Aalborg Symphony Orchestra (1980-3) and 

Marseilles Opera (1981-9) before returning to Ireland in 1987 as the RTE National 

Symphony Orchestra’s Principal Conductor, a position he held until 1989.

Greer, David (b. 1937). David Greer was appointed Hamilton Harty Professor of 

Music at Queen’s University in 1972, having previously been a lecturer at the 

University of Birmingham. He remained in Belfast until 1984, and during this time he 

was a member of the ACNI Board (1972-84), Music Committee (1972-82), Ulster 

Orchestra Management Committee (1973-80) and Performance Arts Committee 

(1982-4). From 1980-4 he was also a Board member of the Ulster Orchestra Society 

Ltd, and regularly appeared as guest conductor with the orchestra. Greer was heavily 

involved in the attempted mergers of the Ulster Orchestra and BBC NI Orchestra, and 

played a key role in the enlargement of the Ulster Orchestra in 1981.

Hammond, Philip (b. 1951). Philip Hammond graduated from QUB, Belfast, in 1974 

with the degrees of BMus and MA. As a composer, he has been commissioned to 

write in a wide variety of media for many leading international artists and ensembles 

and in 2003 was awarded the degree of Doctor of Music by QUB. As a pianist, critic 

and broadcaster, he has a wide reputation in Irish musical circles, and currently serves 

as ‘RathcoF for the Belfast Telegraph. In 1988 Hammond joined ACNI and worked 

for the Council until his retirement in 2009, serving as Music Director (1988-95), 

Director of Performing Arts (1995-2002) and Director of Arts Development (2002- 

2009).

Jamison, Kenneth (b. 1931). Jamison joined ACNI in 1961, and was initially 

responsible for the Art Department. In 1966 he was appointed Deputy Director, then 

Director in 1969, a position he held until his retirement in 1991. Having studied at the 

Belfast College of Art, on his retirement Jamison acted as the Belfast Telegraph's Art 

Correspondent.
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Koelmeyer, Chad. Bom in Sri Lanka, Koelmeyer studied violin at the Royal 

Academy of Music in London and gained a position in the Ulster Orchestra in 1967. 

He remained with the orchestra until his retirement in 2009.

McCarrison, Leslie (? 1924-2003). McCarrison was appointed as the Belfast 

Telegraph's music critic (‘Rathcol’) in 1968, having previously acted as music critic 

for the Northern Whig. His musical sympathies were wide-ranging, though he was 

best known for active participation in opera and church music, as honorary secretary 

for GOSNI and a respected organ tutor.

McGuffin, Michael (b. 1938). McGuffm is a pianist and conductor who has been 

extensively involved in music making in Northern Ireland for over half a century. He 

acted as accompanist for the Ulster Singers and Studio Opera Group productions for 

many years, and was later appointed choms master of the BPS. He regularly appeared 

with the Ulster Orchestra as both orchestral pianist and soloist, and from 1985 

onwards became involved with Castleward Opera, as pianist and conductor.

Miles, Maurice (1908-85). English conductor Maurice Miles was educated at the 

Wells Cathedral School and the Royal Academy of Music in London where he came 

under the tutelage of conductors such as Sir Henry J. Wood and Julius Harrison. He 

later studied also at the Mozarteum in Salzburg. Miles conducted the Northern 

Philharmonic in several of its Leeds concerts in 1945-6 and was appointed principal 

conductor of the newly formed Yorkshire Symphony in 1947, remaining in that post 

until 1954. He was conductor of the City of Belfast Orchestra from 1955-66, and was 

appointed Principal Conductor of the Ulster Orchestra on its formation in 1966, 

holding this position until 1967. Miles was also Musical Director of the BPS from 

1955-67 and in 1953 was appointed Professor of Conducting at the Royal Academy of 

Music.

Mills, Stratton (b. 1932). Belfast solicitor Stratton Mills was appointed as the first 

Chairman of the newly constituted Ulster Orchestra Society Ltd Board in 1980. With
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a background in politics, Mills was elected as a Westminster MP for Belfast North in 

1959 representing the Unionist Party, holding the seat until 1974. In 1972 he left the 

Unionist Party, describing himself as an independent Unionist and Conservative MP, 

before joining the Northern Ireland Alliance Party in 1973.

Montgomery, Peter (1909-88). From Blessingboume, Fivemiletown, Montgomery 

came from a landed family and held the title of High Sheriff of County Tyrone. His 

background was musical, having worked for the BBC in Belfast as Deputy Conductor 

of the Northern Ireland Orchestra in the 1930s. In 1964 Montgomery was appointed 

ACNI President, a position he held until 1974, a period that saw the Council’s budget 

and activities increase dramatically. Such was Montgomery’s contribution to this 

growth, on his retirement as President, ACNI noted that ‘It is no exaggeration to say 

that the decade of his Presidency saw the transfonnation of the Arts Council from a 

small enthusiastic band of individuals who often had to demonstrate their versatility 

by undertaking a wide range of duties for which they did not profess any particular 

specialised knowledge, to the fully formed Arts Council with its panel of specialist 

Assistant Directors and administrative staff that can be compared, at least in structure, 

if not in size, with its counterparts elsewhere’/

Mulgan, Denis. Conductor of the City of Belfast Orchestra, 1950-5. Mulgan was 

bom in New Zealand and later emigrated to the United Kingdom, where he studied at 

the Royal College of Music and Worcester College, Oxford. He later studied 

conducting with Fritz Busch, and worked as a member of the musical staff at 

Glyndeboume Opera and as a music lecturer at the University of Birmingham before 

he took up his appointment in Belfast.

Nelson, Havelock (1917-96). The Cork-born, Dublin-educated Nelson arrived in 

Belfast in 1947 on his appointment as staff accompanist for BBC NI. An 

accomplished pianist. Nelson became a household name in Northern Ireland through 

his work on radio his appearances in Songs of Praise. Joe McKee described Nelson as

s ACNI Annual Report 1973-4, p.10.
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‘Northern Ireland’s undisputed “Mr Music” ... an excellent all-round musician and 

one of the country’s most accomplished pianists. He was a born impresario and 

showman’.4 As well as working with the BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra, Nelson 

conducted the Studio Symphony Orchestra, the Ulster Singers and founded the Studio 

Opera Group in 1950 in order to provide opportunities for local players and singers to 

perform major operas in English. Nelson was a frequent adjudicator at music 

competitions internationally and has an extensive list of compositions and 

arrangements for orchestra, chamber ensemble, choir and voice, in addition to 

incidental music for some 150 radio plays and television films.

Openshaw, David (b. 1947). Openshaw arrived in Northern Ireland as Principal 

Timpanist with the Ulster Orchestra in 1972, and remained with the orchestra until his 

retirement in 2012. He was a respected and influential member of the orchestra, and 

was appointed as one of two orchestra representatives on the formation of the Ulster 

Orchestra Society Ltd Board in 1980. As well as playing with the Ulster Orchestra, 

shortly after arriving in Northern Ireland Openshaw took over as Principal Conductor 

of the Studio Symphony Orchestra, a position he continues to hold today.

Pugh, Leonard (b. 1929). Leonard Pugh was appointed music advisor to the Belfast 

Education and Library Board in 1964, then Principal of the newly opened City of 

Belfast School of Music in 1965. He was a member of ACNI’s Music Committee 

(1964-83) and the Ulster Orchestra Management Committee (1969-80). Pugh also 

conducted the Ulster Orchestra occasionally during the early years of the orchestra’s 

existence.

Rathcol. ‘Rathcof is an anagram of‘Cuil Rathin’, the Irish name for Coleraine and is 

the pseudonym assumed by a succession of Belfast Telegraph music critics. The 

original Rathcol was W. B. Reynolds, a composer and founding member of the Ulster 

Literary Theatre, who began writing under the pseudonym in 1923. After taking over 

the role in 1925, Norman Hay - a well-known local composer - continued as Rathcol

9 McKee, ‘Classical Music’, p. 155.
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until his death in 1943. Hay’s immediate successor was Nevin Foster, who also 

contributed the chapter ‘Music in Ulster’ to the compendium The Arts in Ulster 

shortly before his death in 1951. Lister Wood, a lecturer in music at Stranmillis 

Teacher Training College then took on the role until 1955, when James Milliken, who 

was a psychiatrist by profession, assumed the title. Milliken left Belfast in 1968, at 

which point Leslie McCarrison, a church musician who had previously reviewed for 

the Northern Whig, was appointed. McCarrison remained as Rathcol until his death in 

2003.

Stolow, Meyer. Bom in Montreal, Stolow led the Ulster Orchestra from 1968-71. He 

studied at the Royal Academy of Music, where he was awarded the highest honours 

and was subsequently elected a Fellow (F.R.A.M.). After a further year of study at the 

Conservatoire de Musique in Brussels he returned to England to pursue his career. 

Prior to his engagement with the Ulster Orchestra he led the City of Birmingham 

Symphony Orchestra, and after he left Northern Ireland he worked as concertmaster at 

the Royal Opera House at Covent Garden and the London Mozart Players. After 

leaving England in 1981, Stolow moved to New York City and freelanced for several 

years before settling in Ithaca, New York, where he is now a regular perfonner and 

teacher.

Storey, Mark. Storey was a lecturer in the School of English at QUB during the 

1970s, before moving to the University of Birmingham. When at Queen’s, he wrote 

music reviews for Fortnight magazine.

Thomson, Bryden (1928-91). Principal conductor of the Ulster Orchestra, 1977-85. 

Scottish conductor Thomson held positions with several British orchestras, including 

assistant conductor of the BBC Symphony Orchestra (1958-62), principal conductor 

of the BBC Northern Symphony Orchestra (1968-73), the BBC Welsh Symphony 

Orchestra (1973-82) and the Royal Scottish National Orchestra (1988-90). He also 

directed the RTE Symphony Orchestra, 1984-87. Thomson championed British and 

Scandinavian music, and his recordings of works by Arnold Bax and Hamilton Harty 

have helped enhance the reputation of these composers.
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Warren, Raymond (b. 1928). Composer who was lecturer at QUB, 1955-72. Warren 

read music at the University of Cambridge, and later studied composition privately 

with Michael Tippett and Lennox Berkeley. Appointed to Queen’s in 1955 as lecturer 

in composition, in 1966 he received a personal chair and in 1970 became Hamilton 

Harty Professor of Music. Warren was resident composer of the Ulster Orchestra from 

its inception in 1966 until 1972, and also wrote incidental music for Lyric Theatre 

productions and Helen Lewis’s Modem Dance Group.

Whewell, Michael (1923-?). ACNI Director 1966-9. Whewell was bom in 

Blackburn, and educated at Rugby and Wadham College Oxford. After wartime 

service in the Queen’s Royal Regiment, he was appointed Principal Bassoon in the 

then Bournemouth Municipal Orchestra. In 1951 he joined the staff of the BBC music 

department in London, producing concerts for the BBC Symphony Orchestra, before 

his appointment as Deputy Artistic Director of the Edinburgh International Festival in 

1961. After five years with the Edinburgh Festival he joined ACNI, and the period of 

his Directorship saw the formation of the Ulster Orchestra, the building of new 

premises for the Lyric Theatre built on Ridgeway Street and the opening of the Arts 

Council Gallery on Bedford Street.

Worrall, Stanley. ACNI Chairman, 1974-82. Prior to accepting the position as ACNI 

Chairman, Worrall had been headmaster at Methodist College Belfast, 1961-74. As 

well as his services to education, Worrall was a former member of the ACNI Finance 

and General Purposes Committee, and the Advisory Committee of the BBC in 

Northern Ireland.
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Appendix 2: City of Belfast Orchestra: Grants and Expenditure1

Season Grant from Belfast 
Corporation

Expenditure on 
orchestra
(if known)

Number of
concerts in 

Belfast2
1950-1 £2,000 4

1951-2 £2,000 8

1952-3 £2,000 8

1953-4 £2,000 9

1954-5 £2,000 £2,414 6

1955-6 £2,000 £5,074 11

1956-7 £4,000 £5,981 10

1957-8 £4,000 £5,846 10

1958-9 £4,000 £5,010 10

1959-60 £4,000 £5,239 9

1960-1 £5,500 £5,768 10

1961-2 £5,500 £7,310 10

1962-3 £7,000 £9,026 1 1

1963-4 £7,000 £11,724 12

1964-5 £11,250 £12,940 14

1965-6 £11,250 £7,804 8

For the 1966-7 season the grant from Belfast Corporation was reduced to £5,630, despite the creation 

of the Ulster Orchestra dramatically increasing ACNl’s expenditure on orchestral music.

1 Source: ACNI Annual Reports.

'The orchestra performed a small number of concerts each season outside Belfast, though the ACNI 

Annual Reports separate the expenditure for ‘City’ concerts and ‘Provincial’ concerts.
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Appendix 3: List of works performed by the Lister Orchestra, 1966 - 30 June
1968

Arne, Thomas The Judgement of Paris (overture)

Arnold, Malcolm Concertino for two violins

Oboe concerto

Sinfonietta

Serenade

Bach, J.C. Overture in B flat

Bach, J.S. St John Passion

Orchestral Suites: 2, 3

Concertos:

Brandenburg: 1,3, 5, 6

Keyboard: D minor

Violin: A minor

E major

Two violins: D minor

Cantatas: 53 “Schlage Doch”

174 “Ich Hebe den Hochsten”

180 “Schmucke dich”

202 “Weichet nur”

Barber, Samuel Adagio for Strings

Bartok, Bela Rumanian dances: Divertimento for strings

Beethoven, Ludwig van Symphonies: 1,2, 4, 6, 7, 8

Concertos:

Piano: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5
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Triple

Violin

Romance in F

Overtures:

Prometheus (and ballet music)

Coriolan

Egmont

Leonora No. 3

Fidelio (complete opera with GOSNI)

Wind Octet

Rondino

Mass in C

Berkeley, Lennox Sinfonietta

Four poems of St Teresa of Avila

Divertimento

Berlioz, Hector Love scene (Romeo et Juliet)

Dance of the Syphls (Faust)

Bizet, Georges Symphony in C

Le docteur Miracle (overture)

Carmen (complete opera)

Boccherini, Luigi Cello concerto in B flat

Boyce, William Overture in D minor (Cambridge Ode)

Overture: The Power of Music

Pan and Syrinx

Brahms, Johannes Violin Concerto

Four serious songs
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Serenade in A

Two Minuets from Serenade in D

Britten, Benjamin Sinfonietta

Simple Symphony

Variations on a theme of Frank Bridge

Butterworth, George Banks of Green Willow

Cherubini, Luigi Symphony in D

Chopin, Frederic Piano Concerto No. 2

Cimarosa, Domenico II matrimonio segreto (overture)

II Maestro di Capella

Copland, Aaron Quiet city

Clarinet concerto

Corelli, Arcangelo Christmas concerto

Delius, Frederick On hearing the first cuckoo in spring

Donizetti, Gaetano Ipuritani (complete opera)

Dvorak, Antonin Czech Suite

Serenade for Strings

Serenade for Wind

Elgar, Edward Serenade for Strings

Introduction and Allegro

Falla, Manuel de El amor brujo (suite)

Faure, Gabriel Ballade for Piano and Orchestra

Ferguson, Howard Diversions on Ulster Airs

Geminiani, Francesco Concerto Grosso in G minor

Gerster, Otmar Timpani Concerto

Gershwin, George Lullaby for harmonica and strings
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Grainger, Percy

Gluck, Christoph Willibald

Grieg, Edvard

Harty, Hamilton

Handel, George Frideric

Haydn, Joseph

Irish tune from County Derry

Iphigenia in Aulis (overture)

Che Faro (from Orpheus ed Euridice)

Dance of the Blessed Spirits

Orpheus ed Euridice (complete opera with 

GOSNI)

Peer Gynt Suite

“Ich liebe dich”

A Comedy Overture

Organ concerto No. 4 ( Handel)

Messiah

Suites:

Water Music (arr. F. Baines)

Water Music (arr. Harty)

Royal Fireworks (arr. Harty)

Amaryllis (arr. Beecham)

Esther (overture)

Harp Concerto

Concerti grossi Op. 6: 4, 5, 6

“Arrival of the Queen of Sheba” from Solomon

“Sound an Alarm” from Judas Maccabaeus

“Silent Worship” from Totomeo

Symphonies: 49, 54, 55, 61,83, 85, 88, 92, 97, 

98, 100, 101, 102, 103, 104

The Seasons

Missa in Angustiis

Concertos:
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Cello in D

Trumpet

Sinfonia Concertante

Overture in D

“Scena di Berenice”

Hoddinott, Alun Concerto Grosso

Holst, Gustav St Paul’s Suite

Honegger, Arthur Symphony No. 4 (Delights of Basle)

Pastorale d 'Ete

Horovitz, Joseph Jazz Concerto

Ibert, Jacques Divertissement

Jacob, Gordon Woodwind Suite

Kodaly, Zoltan Dances of Galdnta

Simmer Evening

Lalo, Edouard Two Aubades

Lehar, Franz Gold and Silver Waltz

Leigh, Walter Concertino for Piano and Orchestra

Mendelssohn, Felix Symphonies: 1, 3, 4

Concertos:

Piano: 1

Violin

Overtures:

The Elebrides

Fair Melusine

Son and Stranger

Calm Sea and Prosperous Voyage
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Martin, Frank

Mozart, Wolfgang Amadeus

A Midsummer Night’s Dream

Petite Sinfonie Concertante for harpsichord, 

harp, piano and double string orchestra

Don Giovanni (complete opera)

Die Entfuhrung aus dem Serail (complete 

performance with GOSNI)

Symphonies: 25, 28, 29, 31, 32, 33, 35, 36, 38, 

39, 40,41

Concertos:

Piano K271, K449, K450, K466, K467, 

K488

Two Pianos K356 

Violin K216, 218, 219 

Sinfonia Concertante K364 

Flute K.314 

Clarinet K622 

Bassoon K191 

Horn, K.447 

Overtures:

Bastien und Bastienne 

Cosifan tutte 

Don Giovanni 

Le nozze di Figaro 

Idomeneo

Der Schauspieldirektor

Die Zauherflote

Die Entfuhrung aus dem Serai!
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Eine kleine Nachtmusik

Divertimento K138

Serenata Jubilate

“Mi Tradi” from Don Giovanni

“Non piu Andrai” from Le nozze di Figaro

Offenbach, Jacques La Grande Duchess (complete opera)

O'Riada, Sean Nomos No. 6

Paganini, Niccolo Violin Concerto No. 1

Prokofiev, Sergei Symphony No. 1

Peter and the Wolf

Poulenc, Francis Sinfonietta

Purcell, Henry Dioclesian (overture)

Overture in G

Festival Prelude

Dido’s Lament from Dido and Aeneas

Chaconne in G minor

Suite: Bonduca (arr. S. Robinson)

Ravel, Maurice Le tombeau de Couperin

Rawthome, Alan Divertimento

Respighi, Ottorino Gli uccelli

Reznicek, Emil von Donna Diana (overture)

Rodrigo, Joaquin Guitar Concerto

Roger, Kurt Symphony No. 2

Rossini, Gioacchino // barbiere di Siviglia (complete perfonnance

with GOSNI)

La Cenerentola (complete opera)
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Overtures:

La scala di seta

L'italiana in Algeri

II Signor Bruschino

II viaggio a Reims

Tancredi

Stabat Mater

Roussel, Albert Fes tin de VAraignee

Rubbra, Edmund Improvisation on Themes of Famaby

Saint-Saens, Camille Piano Concerto No. 2

Cello Concerto

The Carnival of the Animals

Introduction and Rondo Capriccioso

Schonberg, Arnold Pierrot Lunaire

Schubert, Franz Symphonies: 1,2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8

Overtures:

Italian in C, in D

Entraete in B flat (Rosamunde)

Ballet Music II {Rosamunde)

Schumann, Robert Piano Concerto

Cello Concerto in A minor

Sibelius, Jean Rakastava Suite

Pelleas and Melisande

Valse triste

Simpson, Robert Symphony No. 2

Strauss, Eduard Galop, Mit Dampf
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Strauss, Joseph 

Strauss, Johann

Strauss, Johann & Joseph

Strauss, Richard

Stoker, Richard 

Stravinsky, Igor

Suppe, Franz von 

Tchaikovsky, Pyotr Ilyich

Telemann, Georg Philipp

Tippett, Michael 

Vaughan-Williams, Ralph

Verdi, Giuseppe

Galop: Fireworks 

‘Radetzky March’

Waltz: Vienna Blood

Der Zigeunerbaron (overture)

Delirien Walzer 

Pizzicato Polka 

Horn Concerto No. 1

Prelude and Dance Scene (from Ariadne auf 

Naxos)

Chorale for Strings 

Concerto in D 

Dumbarton Oaks Concerto 

Pulcinella Suite 

Suite No. 1 

Danses Concertantes 

Beautiful Galatea (overture)

Serenade for Strings 

Andante cantabile 

Viola concerto 

Don Quixote Suite 

Little music for strings 

Symphony No. 5 

Oboe concerto

Romance for harmonica and strings 

Fantasia on 'Greensleeves’

Nabucco (complete performance with GOSNI)
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Rigoletto (complete opera)

Vivaldi, Antonio Concerto for two violins in A minor

Concerto Grosso in D minor

Guitar Concerto

Wagner, Richard Siegfried Idyl!

Walton, William Two Pieces from Henry V

Webern, Anton Symphony Op. 21

Williamson, Malcolm Piano Concerto No. 2

Weill, Kurt The Seven Deadly Sins

Warren, Raymond Processions (especially written for the

orchestra)

Wiren, Dag Serenade for Strings
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Appendix 4: Ulster Orchestra Concerts in the Republic of Ireland, 1966-741

Date Location Promoter

30 June 1967 Athlone Athlone Festival

2 July 1967 Dublin Own promotion

25 February 1968 Monaghan Monaghan Gramophone 
Society

1 March 1969 Dublin Royal Dublin Society

12 April 1970 Dublin Dublin Arts Festival

29 May 1970 Limerick Limerick Choral Union

30 May 1970 Cork Cork Orchestral Society

24 November 1970 Dublin Dublin Housing Aid 
Society

13 &20 June 1971 Castletown, Co. Kildare Festival in Great Irish 
Houses

10 June 1972 Carndonagh, Co. Donegal Inishowen Hoteliers’ 
Committee

12 & 18 June 1972 Castletown Festival in Great Irish 
Houses

1 1 February 1973 Monaghan Sisters of St Louis

11 June 1973 Castletown Festival in Great Irish 
Houses

16 June 1973 Buncrana, Co. Donegal
Cuirt Ailigh Festival

17 June 1973 Grainan of Aileach, Co. 
Donegal

30 September 1973 Dublin Sisters of St Louis

27 & 28 July 1974 Killamey Killamey Bach Festival

1 Source: PRON1, AC/5/3/7.
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1967 Nabucco GOH

Bellini -1puritani

1968 Beethoven - FfTfe/zo (G) GOH

Gluck - Orfeo (G)

Mozart - Die Entfiihrung aus dem Serail (G)

1969 No season - A 'May concert' did take place in Wellington Hall

NIPT

1970 Un hallo in maschera GOH

Mascagni - Cavalleria Rusticana

Leoncavallo - Pagliacci

1971 Carmen (E) GOH

To sc a

1972 Verdi - Macbeth Grove Theatre

L’Eli sir d’Amore

1973 Nabucco ABC Cinema

Smetana - The Bartered Bride (E)

1974 Norma ABC Cinema

La traviata

1975 Madama Butterfly ABC Cinema

Don Pasquale

1976 Laboheme ABC Cinema

Lucia di Lammermoor



1977 Faust ABC Cinema

Rigoletto

1978 Gala concert series Concert performance - various venues

La traviata

1979 Wagner - Derfliegende Hollander (G) Concert performances - Whitla Hall

Aida

1980 Tosca GOH

Un hallo in maschera

1981 Mozart - Cost fan tutte GOH

Macbeth

1982 II trovatore GOH

L 'Elisir d’Amore

1983 Laboheme GOH

Donizetti - The Daughter of the Regiment (E)

1984 Mozart - Don Giovanni GOH

Rigoletto

Sung in Italian unless otherwise stated. 

(E) - English 

(G) - German
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Appendix 7: Studio Opera productions, 1950-84

Date
Venue

(Belfast unless stated
otherwise)

Programme

2 June 1950 Clarence Place Hall Haydn: La Canterina (Irish premiere),

preceded by an orchestral concert

11 November 1950 Magee University

College, Derry

La Canterina, preceded by an orchestral

concert

24& 25 May 1951 Husband Memorial Hall Three chamber operas:

La Canterina

Mozart: Bastien und Bastienne

Armstrong Gibbs: The Blue Peter (Irish

premiere)

January 1953 Carlisle Memorial Hall Britten: Let's Make and Opera (Irish

premiere)

21 & 22 October 1953 Husband Memorial Hall Menotti: The Telephone (\rish premiere)

Mozart: Der Schauspieldirektor (Irish

premiere)

Dibdin: The Waterman

6-8 January 1954 Husband Memorial Hall Let's Make and Opera

4-6 October 1954 Queen’s Hall,

Holywood

Patrick Barrow: Cupid and the Cutlets

(Irish premiere)

Humperdinck: Hcinse! und Crete!

29 March - 2 April

1955

Empire Theatre,

Holywood

Cupid and the Cutlets

Hansel und Crete/

1957 La Canterina

Lecocq: The Lady and the Maid (World

premiere)

The Waterman

December 1958 Royal Irish Academy of

Music

Britten: Let’s Make an Opera and The

Little Sweep

1959 Let's Make an Opera
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27 - 30 January 1960 King George VI

Memorial Hall

Bizet: Le docteur Miracle (Irish premiere)

Menotti: Amah! and the Night Visitors

(Irish premiere)

1960 Let’s Make an Opera

1961 Mozart: Le nozze di Figaro

1962 Britten: Noye's Fluddle (Irish Premiere)

Rossini: L’italiana in A/geri

1963 Extensive tour of the

province

Mozart: Cost fan tutte

17-22 February 1964 The Belfast Arts

Theatre

Martinu: Comedy on the Bridge (Irish

premiere)

Purcell: Dido and Aeneas

1 May 1964 Guildhall, Derry Le nozze di Figaro

1964 Noye’s Fluddle

9-13 March 1965 Grove Theatre Le nozze di Figaro

15-19 February 1966 Grove Theatre Britten: Albert Herring (Irish Premiere)

22 Apr 1967 Guildhall, Derry Cimarosa: // matrimonio segreto

2-6 May 1967 Grove Theatre 11 matrimonio segreto

1967 Britten: Curlew River (Irish premiere)

1968 Aquinas Hall Camilleri: Melita (World premiere)

Amahl and the Night Visitors

1969 Der Schauspieldirektor

Poulenc: La Voix Humaine (Irish

premiere)

Rossini: II Signor Bruschino

5 February - 1 1

March 1971

Tour including Kilkeel,

Enniskillen, Castlederg,

Antrim, Magherafelt,

Newtownards,

Coleraine and

Ballycastle

Le docteur Miracle

Der Schauspieldirektor

February/March 1972 Le nozze di Figaro

371



27 January - 23

February 1973

Tour including Bangor,

Enniskillen,

Magherafelt,

Ballycastle, Newcastle,

Antrim, Derry

Mozart: Don Giovanni

12-17 November

1973

Arts Theatre (Belfast

Festival at Queen’s)

Britten: The Rape ofLucretia (Irish

premiere)

Don Giovanni

24-29 June 1974 Arts Theatre Rossini: // barhiere di Sivig/ia

The Rape of Lucretia

6 & 7 September

1974

Campbell College // barhiere di Sivig/ia

17 September 12

October 1974

Tour including Newry,

Antrim, Enniskillen,

Magherafelt,

Londonderry,

Castlederg, Ballycastle,

Dungannon,

Ballynahinch, Bangor

// barhiere di Sivig/ia

7-13 November 1974 Arts Theatre Hansel und Crete/

8 & 12 November

1974

Arts Theatre Menotti: The Telephone and The Medium

31 January - 27

February 1975

Tour including

Ballymena,

Downpatrick,

Portadown, Cookstown,

Omagh, Ballymoney,

Keady, Kilkeel,

Carrickfergus,

Donaghadee,

Limavady, Lame,

Magherafelt, Coleraine

Hansel and Crete/

The Telephone and The Medium
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23-28 June 1975 Arts Theatre Flotow: Martha

L'italiana in Algeri

20 September - 4

October 1975

Tour including Newry,

Ballycastle, Maghera,

Londonderry, Bangor,

Antrim, Carrickfergus,

Ballygawley, Lisburn

Martha

6-8 October 1975 King George VI Hall Cosi fan tutte

31 January - 23

February 1976

Tour including Newry,

Ballycastle, Maghera,

Londonderry, Bangor,

Antrim, Carrickfergus,

Ballygawley, Lisburn

L 'italiana in Algeri

29 May 1976 Belfast City Hall Le nozze di Figaro

21-26 June 1976 Harberton Theatre Cosi fan tutte

Sullivan: Trial by Jury

Donizetti: II campanello di notte (Irish

premiere)

4 Nov 1976 Royal Belfast

Academical Institution

Beethoven: Fidelia

29 January - 19

February 1977

Tour including

Cookstown,

Newtownards, Larne,

Enniskillen,

Downpatrick,

Banbridge, Portstewart,

Londonderry,

Ballycastle, Ballymena

Le nozze di Figaro

22-25 June 1977 Arts Theatre II matrimonio segreto

1-5 November 1977 Arts Theatre Le nozze di Figaro

Let’s Make an Opera
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12-28 November

1977

Tour including

Londonderry,

Ballycastle,

Newtownards,

Cookstown, Omagh,

Downpatrick, Armagh,

Banbridge

Let’s Make an Opera

1-18 February 1978 Tour including

Newtownbreda,

Ballymoney, Lame,

Dungannon, Bangor,

Londonderry,

Limavady, Ballymena

II matrimonio segreto

23-27 May 1978 Arts Theatre Balfe: The Bohemian Girl

Rossini: La Cenerentola

September 1978 Cambridge House Girls

School, Ballymena

(possible other venues

as part of tour)

The Bohemian Girl

3-7 October 1978 Arts Theatre Auber: Fra Diavolo

Britten: The Turn of the Screw

22 26 May 1979 Arts Theatre Strauss: Die Fledermaus

23-26 October 1979 Arts Theatre Don Giovanni

Vaughan-Williams: Riders to the Sea

Amahl and the Night Visitors

1981? Arts Theatre U harbiere di Sivig/ia

La Canterina

Donizetti: Upstage, Downstage
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5-20 February 1982 Tour including

Castlereagh,

Enniskillen,

Cookstown, Lurgan,

Ballycastle,

Londonderry,

Ballymena, Newry,

Downpatrick and

Limavady

II barbiere di Siviglia

12-15 May 1982 Arts Theatre Puccini: Gianni Schicchi and II tabarro

Julius Benedict: The Lily of Killarney

Autumn 1982 Arts Theatre Mozart: Die Entfuhrung aus dem Serail

The Rape of Lucre da

23 November - 4

December 1982

Tour including

Ballymoney, Derry,
Newry, Dungannon and

Antrim

Die Entfuhrung aus dem Serail

17-23 February 1983 Tour ineluding Omagh,

Limavady, Ballymena,

Newtownards and

Armagh

Gianni Schicchi and I! tabarro

11-14 May 1983 Grand Opera House Offenbach: Robinson Crusoe

9-12 November 1983 Arts Theatre John Gay: The Beggar's Opera

31 January - 9

February 1984

Tour including

Castlereagh,

Enniskillen, Antrim,

Ballycastle and Lame

Verdi: La traviata

25, 27 & 29

September 1984

Grand Opera House Le nozze di Figaro

26 & 29 September

1984

Grand Opera House Robinson Crusoe
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Appendix 8: Illustrations

Fig. 1 E. Godfrey Brown

Fig.2 Denis Mulgan

Fig.3 Belfast Symphony Orchestra advertisement

Fig.4 Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra visit advertisement, 1947

Fig.5 Halle Orchestra visit advertisement, 1946

Fig.6 BBC Symphony Orchestra visit advertisement, 1956

Fig.7 City of Belfast Orchestra in rehearsal

Fig.8 BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra

Fig.9 ‘We want a full-time orchestra’

Fig.10 Ulster Orchestra launch

Fig. 11 Ulster Orchestra inaugural concert

Fig. 12 Advertisement for Ulster Orchestra’s first public concert

Fig. 13 Maurice Miles

Fig. 14 Alun Francis

Fig. 15 Sergiu Comissiona

Fig. 16 Janos Fiirst

Fig. 17 The Ulster Orchestra with the Belfast Philharmonic Society chorus

Fig.18 ‘Value for money’, front cover of ACNl’s Annual Report, 1967-8

Fig. 19 Meyer Stolow

Fig.20 Josef Racz

Fig.21 The Ulster Orchestra in the Ulster Hall

Fig.22 An aerial view of the Ulster Orchestra in concert

Fig.23 James Milliken

Fig.24 Leslie McCarrison
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Fig.25 Flavelock Nelson

Fig.26 The Ulster Orchestra in St Anne’s Cathedral, Belfast

Fig.27 The Ulster Orchestra in St Macartan’s Cathedral, Monaghan

Fig.28 Peter Montgomery

Fig.29 Michael Whewell

Fig.30 Kenneth Jamison

Fig.31 Alun Francis conducting the Ulster Orchestra in rehearsal

Fig.32 The Ulster Orchestra in the Harty Room, QUB

Fig.33 Edgar Cosma

Fig.34 Bryden Thomson

Fig.35 James Shaw and Irene Sandford in costume for Studio Opera Group’s

Le nozze di Figaro

Fig.36 Studio Opera Group’s The Rape ofLucretia

Fig.37 Northern Ireland Opera Trust’s L 'Elisir d’Amore

Fig.38 Studio Opera Group’s Cost fan tutte

Fig.39 Hephzibah and Yehudi Menuhin

Fig.40 Ulster Orchestra clarinets and bassoons

Fig.41 Pan Hon Lee

Fig.42 Stanley Worrall

Fig.43 Stratton Mills

Fig.44 Mills, Peter Scott, Thomson and Worrall before the enlarged Ulster

Orchestra’s first concert

Fig.45 A recording session for Hamilton Harty’s Violin Concerto.
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Fig.l: E. Godfrey Brown (Belfast 
Telegraph, 9 April 1946).

Fig.2: Denis Mulgan (Belfast 
Telegraph, 18 August 1950).

BELFAST SY
Conductor—DAVID

*: Overture Ca
: Invitation
: Suite L7

Symphony
: Solo Pianoforte:
; Pianoforte Concerto, Op.
: D Flat. Op. 27. No. 2; "
: 23; Etude in C Minor
r ALL SEATS RESERV
------------- SSSS&JLBdi

Fig.3: Belfast Symphony Orchestra advertisement (Belfast Telegraph, 18 January 
1946).
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ill

24th,

THE LIVERPOOL p
philh^n'^Ehestrs
THREE CONCERTS
rig Kins’* Hall, Balmoral'
„„ rUBSD*V.RWEONESOA¥ ,J

2Sth and 27th JUNE, 1947 II 
at 7-30 p m. each evening. || 

Cendoctor: Dr. Malcolm Sargent 
TUESDAY JIJNE 24th. at 7-30 „.m.

iTvrrture Oberon ....................  Web
Nocturne for Strings ...    Baroriin
pianoforte Concerto No. 2 in C. Minoi 

»- RachmaninoffCvmnhony No 5 lit minor .. DcotgIcs> sS/oist—moura lympany

WEDNESDAY. JfJNE 25th, at 7-30 p.m. 
^Overture ■’The Bartered Br.de' Smetana 

Hail Thou Dwelling' (Faust)
Gounod

Carmen Suite ............... .......... Bizet
Elisabeth s Greeting (Tannhauseil

Wagner
Prelude to Act 3 ‘“Lohengrin” IVagner 
Duet from Finale Act 1 "Madame

Butterfly” ..............................  Puccini
Introduction and Procession “Cog d’Or" , 

Rimsky-Korsakov | 
Scenes from "La Boheme” .......  Puccini '

(a) “Your tiny hand is frozen”
(b) ' They call me Mimi”
(c) ''Duet” , I

Overture ‘Tannhauser ............ Wagner
Christs — VICTORIA SLADEN and I 

JAMES JOHNSTON.
FRIDAY, JUNE 27th. at 7-30 p.m. 

Overture “Leonora” No. 3 . . Beethoven 
Pianoforte Concerto in B Flat minor

Tchaikovsky
Brlgg Fair .................................... Delius
The Young Persons Guide to the

Orchestra ............................... Britten
tVariations and Fugue on a theme 

of Purcell)
Ride of the Valkyries ................ Wagner

So/oisf—POUSHINOFF 
SEATS MAY BE BOOKED at Cryrable i 
Ltd . a* Wellington Place Booking Hours: 
Teek-deys, 9 a m.—12-30 p ro., 2 p.m —5p.m., 

Saturdays 9 a m.—12-30 pm.
Reserved Seats 10/-, 7/6, 5/- and 3/6; 

Unreserved 2/6
Country residents may Book by r'ost 
Remittances and stamped 
envelopes most be enclosed- Telepbon 

Bookings cannot be accepted

Fig.4: Advertisement for 
Liverpool Philharmonic 
Orchestra visit, June 1947 
(Belfast Telegraph. 20 June 
1947).

KING’S HALL, BALMORAL
27th, 28th, 29th AUG. at 7-30.

THE HALLE 
ORCHESTRA

(80 Performers) 
CONDUCTED BY

JOHN BARBIROLLI
Belfast’s Greatest Musical 

Occasion.
Booking date will he announced 

within the next few daye—D. I. 
Smyth & Co., Queen's Arcade, Belfast

Fig.5: Advertisement for Haile Orchestra 
visit, August 1946 (Belfast Telegraph. 12 
June 1946).

Fig.6: Advertisement for BBC Symphony Orchestra 
visit, March 1956 (Belfast Telegraph. 19 March 
1956).
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Fig.7: The City of Belfast Orchestra in rehearsal (ACNI Annual Report, 1964-65, p.ll).

Kig.8: The BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra in rehearsal for a concert in the Whitla Hall as 
part of Festival ‘66. In the foreground, from left to right: Terence Lovett (conductor), Erich 
Gruenberg (violin) and Raymond Warren (composer) (Belfast Telegraph, 11 November 
1966). ' 380



Fig.9: ‘Appeal on the Organ’ - The banner unfurled before a City of Belfast 
Orchestra concert in September 1964 (Belfast Newsletter, 12 September 1964).

Fig. 10: The Lister Orchestra launch. From left to right: Maurice Miles 
(conductor), Michael Whevvell (ACM Director), Janos Fiirst (Leader) and Donald 
Froud (orchestra manager) (ACM Annual Report, 1965-66, p.13). 3SI



Fig.ll: The Ulster Orchestra’s inaugural concert, Belfast City Hall. Conductor: Maurice 
Miles, soloist: Janos Fiirst (Belfast Telegraphy 29 September 1966).

Fig. 12: Advertisement for the Ulster Orchestra’s first public concert (Derry 
Journal, 27 September 1966). 382



Fig.13: Maurice Miles (Belfast Newsletter, 6 
May 1967).

Fig.15: Sergiu Comissiona (ACM 
Annual Report 1967-68, p.17).

Fig.16: Janos Fiirst (Ulster Orchestra 
Subscription Concerts brochure, 1969-70, 
P-2).
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Fig.17: Comissiona conducting the Ulster 
Orchestra and Belfast Philharmonic Society in 
rehearsal (ACN1 Annual Report 1969-70, p.12).
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Fig.18: ‘Value for Money’, the front cover of ACNI’s Annual Report, 1967-68.
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Fig.19: IVleyer Stolow. His desk-partner his most likely Yvonne McGuinness (ACNI Annual 
Report 1967-68, p.18).

Fig.20: Lister Orchestra double bass player Josef Racz at 
an educational concert (ACNI Annual Report 1967-68, 
p.ll).
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Fig.21: The Ulster Orchestra performing in the Ulster Hall, c.1967 (ACNI Annual Report, 
1966-67, p.14).

Fig.22: An aerial view of the Ulster Orchestra in the Ulster Hall (ACNI Annual Report, 
1970-71, p.22). 387



Fig.24: Leslie McCarrison - Rathcol, 1968- 
2003 (Source: Belfast Telegraph, 19 August 
1968).

Fig.23: James Milliken - Rathcol, 
1955-68 (Belfast Telegraph, 25 June 
1968).

Fig.25: Havelock Nelson (Belfast Newsletter, 5 March 
1963). 388



Fig.26: The Ulster Orchestra in St Anne’s Cathedral, Belfast, conducted by Harry Grindle 
(ACNI Annual Report 1970-71, p.22).

Fig.27: The Ulster Orchestra in St Macartan’s Cathedral, Monaghan (ACM Annual Report 
1972-73, p.26).



Fig.28: Peter Montgomery (ACINI 
Annual Report 1973-74, p.ll).

Fig.29: Michael W hevvell (ACNI Annual 
Report 1965-66, p.2).
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Fig.31: Alun Francis conducting the Ulster Orchestra in rehearsal (ACNI Annual Report 
1974-75, p.33).



Fig.33: Edgar Cosma (ACNI Annual Report 1968-69, p.13).

Fig.34: Bryden Thomson (ACNI Annual Report 1977-78, p.37).



7ig.35: James Shaw and Irene Sandford 
as the Count and Countess in Studio 
Opera Group’s production of Le nozze di 
Figaro (Belfast Newsletter, 25 January 
1961).

Fig.36: Studio Opera Group’s production of The Rape of Lucretia in the Arts Theatre, 
Belfast (ACM Annual Report 1973-74, p.29). 393



Fig.37: Northern Ireland Opera Trust’s production of L'Elisir d'Amore in the Grove 
Theatre, Belfast (ACM Annual Report 1971-72, p.21).

Fig.38: Backstage at Studio Opera Group’s production of Cost fan tutte (ACM Annual 
Report 1976-77, p.27).



Fig.39: The Ulster Orchestra’s Special Activities concert, 2 March 1975. From left to right: 
Hephzibah and Yehudi Menuhin, Alun Francis and Dennis Benson (ACNI Annua! Report 
1974-75, p.33).

Fig.40: Ulster Orchestra clarinets and bassoons {Belfast Telegraph, 19 February 1975).



Fig.41: Pan Hon Let (Belfast 
Newsletter, 6 February 1976).

Fig.43: Stratton Mills (Fanfare, Y'ol.3, No.2).
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Fig.44: Prior to the enlarged Ulster Orchestra’s first concert. From left to right: Stratton 
Mills, Peter Scott (INI Director, Gallaher Ltd.), Bryden Thomson and Stanley Worrall (Irish 
News, 30 April 1981).

Fig.45: Recording Hamilton Harty’s V iolin Concerto. From left to right: Ralph Holmes 
(soloist), Bryden Thomson and Brian Couzens (ACNI Annual Report 1978-79, p.40).


