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I am the (small) clarinettist who 
sometimes sneaks into other 
sections of the orchestra and 
pretends to be another 
instrument. I have put together 
my experiences and thoughts to 
share with you, with apologies if 
I’m telling you things you already 
know, and with no disrespect to 
any player or conductor intended 
(in fact, quite the opposite). 

When the orchestra first started in 
1995, we were a very small group, 
and the clarinets would often be 
given the parts that were left over, 
even to try to play two parts at the 
same time. It was hard to pretend 
to be a different instrument. I'd 
never transposed before, and at 
first I felt I just couldn't do it. 
 

See pages 5 - 8 
 

GROUP DATES 2013 

As 2012 draws to a close there are 
lots of events to look forward to in 
the New Year.   

In fact from January 12th 2013 
there is something on every 
weekend through to the beginning 
of March! 

See page 4 
 

REVIEW OF STRAVINSKY’S THE 
RITE OF SPRING – 1ST STUDY DAY 

Sunday 21st October saw an 
orchestra of 54 players gather at 
Dipton. 

We had an amazing day and 
achieved far more than any of us 
ever imagined.  

See page 3 
 

MEMBER NEWS 

This section is dedicated to 
individual Members and players. 

It allows us the opportunity to 
share births, birthdays, 
anniversaries and anything else you 
think worthy of a mention. 

See page 14 
 

 

“COBWEB CONCERTOS” 

ON SALE NOW 

Two pieces written by John 
Hawkes and Helen Pyburn and 

played by Alice Jones, Sue Baker 
and members of the Cobweb 

Orchestra. 

 

COPIES AVAILABLE FROM 

David Wood T: 0191 386 4195.                            
E: woosmull@gmail.com 

 

WHO’S WHO 

It can sometimes be difficult to 
know who to contact for any 
additional or spur of the moment 
Cobwebs information and advice. 

Going forward, each edition of 
Don’t Lose the Thread’ will profile 
one or more of our key personnel. 
In this first edition we’ve chosen 
our Chair: Howard Rocke,         
Secretary: Lesley Wearmouth      
and Treasurer: Jean Ord. 

See page 14 
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GROUP DATES 2013  

WELCOME! 
From the Editor 
 

 

Well, where did 2012 go? It’s 
certainly been one to tell our 
grand-children about.  

We had the Diamond Jubilee 
and playing in front of HM The 
Queen, the Olympics and more 
prestigious playing, welcoming 
the Paralympics to Beamish.  

Yet more high profile 
performing, this time as an 
accompaniment to Joe 
Maceldry – although from what 
I can gather, the latter didn’t do 
us any favours...  

Who’d have thought?  

We don’t know what 2013 has 
in store, but one thing’s for 
sure; being part of the Cobweb 
family is sure to bring much 
happiness, firm friendships and 
new musical challenges. 

Merry Christmas to all and 
every good wish for the New 
Year ahead! 
 

Joan Murray 
 

 

 

 

 

 

We hope you like the new 
format of the ‘Don’t Lose the 
Thread’ Newsletter.  

Our aim is to share with you 
interesting and relevant 
featured articles, where 
possible written by cobweb 
players. Provide you with an 
insight into what’s happening 
across the groups, a clue about 
Who is Who within the 
orchestra and of course, a 
reminder of those all important 
group, study and concert dates 
for your diary.  

The Newsletter will be 
published each term and 
anyone can submit an article, 
snippet of information or even 
share an amusing photo, all you 
have to do is email: 

 admin@cobweborchestra.org.uk 

and our editor will take care of 
it from there. If you’d like to 
share something and would 
prefer to stay anonymous, 
that’s fine too, just make sure 
you remember to tell us when 
sending in your piece. 
 

 And so Cobwebbers, get those 
pens poised, keyboards 
clattering, camera’s at the 
ready and archived images 
dusted down and let’s share 
your news with others. 
 

 
GROUP DATES 2013 
Tebay 
1st session: Tuesday 8th Jan 
Half term: Tuesday 12th Feb 
Last session:  Tuesday 26th Mar 

Dalston 
1st session:  Monday 14th Jan 
Half term:  Monday 18th Feb 
Last session:  Monday 25th Mar 

Morpeth 
1st session: Tuesday 8th Jan 
Half term: Tuesday 19th Feb 
Last session: Tuesday 26th Mar 

Spennymoor 
1st session: Wednesday 9th Jan 
Last session: Wednesday 27th Mar 

Consett 
1st Session: Thursday 10th Jan 

Half term: Thursday 21st Feb 
Last session: Thursday 28th Mar 

The Sage Gateshead 
1st session: Wednesday 9th Jan 
Half term:  Wednesday 20th Feb 
Last session: Wednesday 27th Mar 

Teesside 
Monday 14th January 
Monday 28th January 
Monday 11th February 
Monday 25th February 
Monday 11th March 
 
York 
Please visit our website for 
revised dates and venue. 
  

www.cobweborchestra.org.uk 
 
 

http://www.cobweborchestra.org.uk/
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EVENTS 2013  

EVENTS 2013 

We have a lot of weekend 
activities as well as the 
midweek regional sessions. 

Here’s a taste and reminder of 
what events are planned for 
players throughout the 2013 
season. 

All of our events are open to 
everyone, with Members of 
The Cobweb Orchestra 
receiving reduced rates. 

Don’t forget to book well in 
advance! 

More information on all 
planned events can be found 
on our website: 

www.cobweborchestra.org.uk 

Sat 12th Jan 2013 
2-6pm 
 

JOIN THE GPO  
(Guinea Pig Orchestra)   

at St John's Church Hall, 
Stocksfield for a thrilling 
afternoon of musical 
experimentation. 
  

FREE EVENT for players. 
 
Sat 19th Jan 2013 
11am-4pm 
 

Rite of Spring 
 

St. Cuthbert’s Church Hall 
Darlington 
 

A 2nd chance to get to grips 
With Stravinsky’s masterpiece. 
 
Sat 26th Jan 2013 
 

Ravenstonedale Concert 
 

St Oswald’s Church 
Ravenstonedale 
 

A concert with a Scottish 
flavour to raise funds for 
St Oswald’s Church and  
The Cobweb Orchestra. 
 
 

Sat 2nd Feb 2013 
 

STUDY DAY: Kurt Weill 
 

Second symphony under the 
baton of Anthony Sargent. 
The Sage Gateshead. 
 
Sun 10th Feb 2013 
 

CONCERT: Mozart, Chopin and 
Dvorak. 
 

The Sage Gateshead. 
 
Sat 16th Feb 2013 
 

STUDY DAY: Rite of Spring 
York 
 

The 3rd Study Day. 
 
Sat 23rd Feb 2013 
 

Bruch Violin Concerto with Iona 
Brown. 
 

Tithe Barn, St Cuthbert’s 
Church, Carlisle (TBA). 
 
Sun 3rd March 2013 
 

STUDY DAY: Rite of Spring 
 

Appleby Public Hall 
The final workshop in our 
series. 
 
Sat 23rd March 2013 
 

STUDY DAY: A birthday treat – 
Beethoven and Straus 
 

Richmond Town Hall, North 
Yorks 
 

Come and celebrate Alexe 
Finlay’s 60th birthday with this 
fund-raising study day in the 
lovely Richmond Town Hall. 
Not to be missed! 

 
Mon 1st April 2013 
 

BIG PLAY 2013 – Concertos 
 

This promises to be a great day 
out for Cobweb players. 
Middlesbrough Town Hall 
 
 
 

Fri 12th April 2014 – Sun 14th 
April 2013 
 

SEDBERGH RESIDENTIAL 
WEEKEND 
 

One of the most popular events 
in the Cobweb calendar and 
with the programme already 
underway, 2013 is set to be just 
as spectacular as previous 
years. 
 

Sedbergh School, Sedbergh 
 
REVIEW OF STRAVINSKY’S THE 
RITE OF SPRING – 1ST STUDY DAY 

Sunday 21st October saw an 
orchestra of 54 players gather 
at Dipton Community Centre 
for the Cobwebs 1st study day 
on Stravinsky’s ‘The Rite of 
Spring’. 

We had an amazing day and 
achieved far more than any of 
us ever imagined. Andy’s 
thorough preparation of the 
score beforehand meant that 
we were cleverly and 
successfully guided through 
what is probably the most 
difficult work many of us have 
tackled. 

(Quote from a player “Andy 
gave a master class in teaching 
that day; he was truly 
brilliant.”) 

We didn’t start at the beginning 
and work our way through to 
the end; instead we started 
with the easier bits and slowly 
moved on to the more difficult 
bits. In no time at all we’d 
actually played the whole work 
albeit in a mixed up order. At 
the end of the day we did play 
the whole piece and it really 
did sound like ‘The Rite of 
Spring’ that Stravinsky had 
written.  

 



 

4 
 

                                                                                                                                                                    FEATURES   
FEATURES  3 COBWEBBING 
Ian Robertson 
 

There is something very 
beautiful about a cobweb, 
especially in the early autumn 
morning dew, finest lace 
sparklingly outlined in dewy 
crystal drops. And THIS 
COBWEB is no exception; a 
wonderful assemblage, yes, but 
in this case a collection of 
individuals drawn together and 
shaped by a common love of 
music and its means of 
construction. They are guided 
and formed and gently urged 
with enthusiasm, skill and 
kindness, emerging as this 
‘something beautiful’. 

Where do I fit in? Well my only 
qualification is that as a kid – 
and right through to spotty 
teenager and beyond – I was 
always known as “Spider”! And 
this for all the wrong reasons, I 
was all arms and legs, terribly 
un-co-ordinated, with no sense 
of rhythm or timing. Totally 
graceless, in fact. That 
catalogue of disaster has 
remained, perhaps intensified.  
As of now, I can read no music, 
play no instrument, sing no 
line, beat no time, I would 
know not a Temperate Scale 
from an extremely ill-tempered 
one. 

So, why am I here? 
  

Well, I came at first purely to 
be company; Ridley Hall is a fair 
step from East Yorkshire and it 
is late in the year and misty-
damp, could be foggy, could be 
frosty, even dangerously icy, 
and my Other Half is keen to 
come. She is – in musical terms 
– my complete antithesis. More 
positively, some little time ago 
used to play an instrument – a 
sort of middle-sized kind of 
fiddle thing………… I’ve just 
been informed it is a Viola and 
that ‘it is a most valuable 
instrument in any orchestra 
and I’d better believe it and 
DON’T make any jokes, Viola 
Players are VERY sensitive 
beings’ – a bit high strung, you 
or I might say. 

 Moreover, though she CAN do 
all the things I can’t, and do 
them very well indeed to my 
completely unbiased ear. The 
very paradigm of an ideal 
cobwebber. So, for wholly 
altruistic reasons, it seemed I 
had better come too, knowing 
full well there would be nothing 
for me to do, nobody I would 
know, just another very old 
person amongst all the other 
disparate Senior Citizens; nor 
would this nebulous, gauzy 
‘they’ want to know me, a very 
Philistine in the midst of a 
snooty company. (Can you hear 
the violins playing?)  

Boring – but Duty must 
be Done – just perhaps 
useful in that very hard-
earned Brownie points 
might be credited…… 

And now, a few short 
months later the 
Transformation Scene 
has occurred. It is now 
my third time of joining 
in; and I actively look 

forward to the next one! 

What on earth has happened? 
Well, in short, this is the most 
amazing, entertaining, friendly, 
sociable, inclusive group of 
people it has ever been my 
privilege to be amongst; in 
addition, the food is 
marvellous! At Ridley Hall I feel 
it is a lovely thought:-- 

 “If Music be the Love of 
Food……………” then, indeed,…”I 
shall play on! 

 

The structure of the weekend is 
quite outstanding, and the 
work that Andy puts in is 
unstinted. The dedication and 
enthusiasm of all participants is 
infectious. Even I – the non-
joiner of all non-participants 
ever to be found – become 
captivated, and I find willing 
support and, already, firm 
friends. What matter it if I 
cannot tell a Treble Clef from a 
Dotty Crotchet? Nobody minds, 
but if I really want to know, 
somebody is sure to explain 
with kindness and courtesy. 

Perhaps the best way to explain 
the transformation is to 
describe the day today. 

  We arrive out of the damp, 
misty, frosty air, in dribs and 
drabs. We enter the warmth 
and light and scent of free-
flowing coffee and buzz of 
conversation and are allocated 
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                                                                                                                                                                    FEATURES   
FEATURES  3  to our rooms, No 11 this time, 
twin bedded, conveniently 
sited. Back to the hall – “Hello 
again!” “How are you?” “Did 
your house move work out all 
right?” “Do you remember how 
we met up at the station last 
time……….?” And the 
conversation is rather less 
about Musical Matters, and 
much more about “Is Helen 
‘Cello here yet? No, sorry – I 
meant Helen OTHER ’Cello! 
…………” for people matter here. 

Gradually a drift develops and 
the – very non-silent – majority 
move off to the lovely 
rehearsal-room where Andy is 
already active amongst the 
participants as they settle to 
their places and instruments. 
Meanwhile the two youngest 
contributors, one-and-a-half 
years and three months old 
respectively, make their own 
plans for a serious morning; 
and I make my way to ”my” 
little alcove half- way up the 
stairs to get on – in a loose sort 
of way – with some so-called 
‘work’. 

My vantage-point enables me 
to hear, and sometimes even to 
see, Andy at real work. At first 
the noise is pretty awful and 
Andy patiently sorts out the 
individual problems and steers 
his willing group into shape. 
Gradually the music emerges 
from the noise, and I know I 

have heard it somewhere 
before ………………… 

How satisfying to hear such a 
lovely musical construction 
being steadily drawn out from 
an assembly of so many and 
such varied folk. 

Now the melody changes, to 
something I have never heard 
before. In no time at all this 
begins to sound most attractive 
to my ear; under its benign, 
purposeful influence all sorts of 
fresh ideas begin to flow 
toward my stale, uninteresting, 
rambling tale – my “work”. By 
the time the music comes to a 
happy flourishing finish, my tale 
also has transformed itself into 
something that I feel has got 
some sort of future, and I, too, 
am infected with the 
surrounding excitement and 
happiness.  

And I am already a part of the 
scene, no longer apart from it.  

The music changes yet again, 
dissonances now are not all 
due to accidents, some are 
surely ‘deliberants’ – to coin a 

word. This must be The 
Firebird? I have never 
greatly liked the piece – and 
really this rendering is just 
that – a complete rendering 
of it into discordant 
fragments! And The Firebird 
collapses in a shower of 
flaming embers fanned by 
gales of laughter! But even 
here patience and a steady 

hand triumph and the true 
substance of the music begins 
to assume its regular form. 

Then a wonderful lunch amidst 
a close company of individuals 
united in the excitement of 
having joined in building 
something beautiful. 

Perhaps you can see why I look 
forward to coming?  

I think it is because, in every 
way, it is a good experience.  So 
many who come are enabled to 
flourish -- like dormant desert 
seeds rush into growth after 
fresh rains; so many more, 
perhaps a little less rehearsed, 
grow -- once more with feeling, 
basking in the encouragement 
of the light and warmth of 
gentle camaraderie; and even I, 
a philistine, can find a place 
amongst strangers who have 
become friends. It is now “we” 
who form the company, no 
longer “they”. 

And what can I give amongst all 
this unstinting generosity?  

Not a lot, really – I have so little 
to share. But at least I can form 
an audience. And that I do - 
with gratitude - and even 
occasionally join in with 
“Andy’s Special Guests” in the 
evening’s skylarking. 

To misquote: 

I came to scoff, but remained to 
play. 

(Be careful how you interpret 
“scoff”!) 

And that is it; except  – “Here’s 
to the next time!” 

(And that clearly dates me! Can 
you pick up the allusion?) 
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                                                                                                                                                                    FEATURES   
FEATURES  3 OBSERVATIONS OF A COBWEB 
CLARINETTIST 

 ‘The great pretender?’......Tracy Reed 

I am the (small) clarinettist who 
sometimes sneaks into other 
sections of the orchestra and 
pretends to be another 
instrument. I have put together 
my experiences and thoughts 
to share with you, with 
apologies if I’m telling you 
things you already know, and 
with no disrespect to any 
player or conductor intended 
(in fact, quite the opposite). 

When the orchestra first 
started in 1995, we were a very 
small group, and the clarinets 
would often be given the parts 
that were left over, even to try 
to play two parts at the same 
time. It was hard to pretend to 
be a different instrument. I'd 
never transposed before, and 
at first I felt I just couldn't do it. 
When you are learning how to 
play an instrument, you tend to 
concentrate on how to play the 
notes, and perhaps I’d gone 
back to worrying too much 
about not playing the wrong 
one. I think my first attempt at 
pretending was with an oboe 
part. We didn’t have an oboe at 

all for quite a while. An oboe 
part is in C but a clarinet is in B 
flat, so everything has to move 
up a tone; if there is a C then I 
have to play a D, an A flat 
becomes B flat and so on. It has 
helped being able to play the 
piano. I can think of the 
keyboard in my head. There 
isn’t a black note after an E, 
which means that if there is a 
written E, a clarinettist has to 
play F sharp, and a B becomes 
C sharp. Double sharps and 
double flats still throw me! A 
flute is in C like an oboe, and 
I’ve pretended to be a flute too, 
but the music has so many 
ledger lines to count and a 
clarinet playing that high 
doesn’t sound as beautiful as a 
flute. 

More recently I started to 
pretend to be a bassoon. It 
took me a while to get my head 
around playing in the bass clef. 
Despite being able to play the 
piano, I couldn’t quite think in 
bass clef with a clarinet in my 
hands. You also have to play an 
octave lower than written, but 
still up a tone at the same time. 
If the music was low, 
sometimes I’d ‘run out’ of 
notes at the bottom, so I found 
I was jumping up an octave and 
then back again. Phew! I’d end 
up doing intervals the wrong 
way round and would get the 
giggles, and I’d have to look 
further on in the music or it 
would spoil a melodic line. 
Brian on double bass once 
asked “which pitch are you 
playing in?” and I don’t think I 
really knew! So Santa solved 
that problem by delivering a 
bass clarinet, which sounds an 
octave lower than a B flat 
clarinet. Mine goes down to a 
bottom C below middle C; the 

others you will have seen in 
Cobwebs go down to E. That 
means mine is also bigger. Why 
didn’t I think of that? It’s 
almost as big as I am! I can’t 
even reach some of the keys, 
and I have a set of step ladders 
to sit on, but I love it. Certain 
accompaniments that might 
seem boring on a B flat are 
instantly amusing when I’m 
playing the bass. I must look 
funny playing it too! 

You may have also seen me 
with a little E flat clarinet. I’m 
not playing it just because I’ve 
got small fingers; it’s used to 
make those high shrill sounds 
that would be much more 
difficult on a B flat clarinet. I 
usually warn the people in front 
of me before I play it, but there 
are some great solos - when we 
did Berlioz’s ‘Symphonie 
fantastique’, I was the witch!   

People probably think 
clarinettists must be very clever 
to be playing all these 
instruments, but they use the 
same fingerings and we just 
play what’s written. We usually 
have a ‘pair’ of clarinets, one in 
A as well as one in B flat, to 
avoid a scary key signature. 
Conductors need to watch out 
for a change in instrument in 
between movements to make 
enough time for a swap, or the 
poor clarinettists almost knock 
their teeth out. (That was 
before the Queen had 
arrived...) If you’re a 
clarinettist, you also have to 
make sure you are playing the 
correct instrument! I confess to 
playing Stravinsky’s 
‘Symphonies of wind 
instruments’ on the wrong 
clarinet, but I don’t think 
anybody noticed... I also once 
joined half of my B flat clarinet 
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FEATURES  3 

to half of my A clarinet. 
Whoops! A bass clarinet in A is 
rare; I had to transpose down a 
semitone on my bass during 
Mahler’s fourth symphony. It 
was manic playing that bass 
part - it was in B flat, A, C, B flat 
bass and A bass, so I was 
swapping instruments and 
transposing quite a lot.  

Bassoon and trombone parts 
are written in the tenor clef as 
well as the bass clef, which may 
appear tricky for a clarinettist 
who only uses the treble clef, 
but here’s the trick - pretend it 
is the treble clef and don’t 
transpose. Similarly, if you are a 
clarinettist pretending to be a 
viola, pretend the alto clef is a 
bass clef and don’t transpose.  

Horn parts take me longer to 
work out. Up a fifth? Yikes! Do 
all horn players prefer 
accidentals to key signatures, 
or just Jeremy? I can’t 
remember why, but I bet 
there’ll be a good reason.   

I must have memorised a lot 
now as transposing seems to be 
a bit more automatic. I think 
about the key - if it’s written in 
C major, and I’m pretending to 
be a C instrument, then I am 
playing in D major with 2 
sharps instead. Now I know 
why we’re told to practise 
scales and arpeggios! I don’t 
need to worry about playing 
individual notes if I can see the 
shape of a phrase and can just 
play the scale. As Andy has 
often said, always make sure 

you’re in the right place. 
Sometimes I pretend by making 
something up...as long as I play 
the last note... 

When conductors talk about 
what they are going to do at 
different points in the music 
before they start, I confess I 
don’t think ahead too much as 
I’m too busy reminding myself 
which instrument I am. I also 
rarely write things down, 
admittedly because I forget my 
pencil, but because I do watch 
the conductor all the time. 
What’s the point in worrying 
about playing the right note if 
you then don’t get it in the 
right place because you’re not 
watching? Anyway, it’s quite 
revealing if you watch a 
conductor’s facial expressions. 
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FEATURES  3 My next idea for an article is a 
collection of Andy quotes: 
“Harmonically interesting” 
must mean we sound awful! 
During a rehearsal, it is 
tempting to try to practise a 
difficult passage or to talk to 
the person sitting next to you, 
especially when you feel unsure 
about what you’re doing. I like 
to talk a lot too, but I think in 
Cobwebs we need to try harder 
to listen to the conductor. 
Conductors always seem to be 
full of little anecdotes that help 
us to understand the music that 
we are playing.  

Sometimes we’re asked to 
follow the violin leader, but I’m 
not sure if I know how to do 
that properly. How can you 
even see if you are a short 
person sitting at the back? If 
you’re a wind player, how are 
you supposed to know when 
it’s the end of the bow? How 
long does it take to get to the 
end of it? Sometimes I just 
pretend I’m still blowing when 
really I’ve ran out of breath 
ages ago...Do smaller musicians 
have smaller lungs? Wind 
players usually blame their 
reeds... 

In Dachau I felt good when I 
was blasting out some of my 
notes, but then when I was in 
the audience because the taxi 
was coming, I heard a horn solo 
that I didn’t know was there 
before. Sometimes we play too 
loudly and then we miss out on 
other things going on. Playing 
quietly can be more difficult 
than playing loudly though, 
particularly if you are beginner. 
That’s what I like about the 
clarinet. It can produce mellow 
sounds that are barely audible, 
although you still have to be 
careful to match your sound to 

that of the other wind 
instruments. When I play brass 
parts it’s harder to stop myself 
playing loudly; when you have 
to sit for so long not playing 
anything, you want to make the 
most of it! 

Pretending to be other 
instruments has made me 
really listen to the other players 
in the orchestra. If you play the 
first clarinet part, you need to 
listen to the first flute and first 
oboe as our melodies often ‘go’ 
together. (Sometimes I pretend 
I’m playing that really difficult 
‘run’ but really I’m letting them 
do all the work!) If I am a 
bassoon, I listen to the cellos 
and double basses a lot more. 
They really help me out; I can 
hear when we play the same 
notes and I really notice when 
I'm not in tune. That’s the 
problem with tuners; they have 
encouraged us to stop listening. 
If you change your sound to 
make it match the tuner, you 
may not be in tune with the 
rest of the orchestra when you 
play. If you pull out the barrel 
of your clarinet too far, it 
makes some of the notes sound 
too flat. Wind players can 
change their mouth shape; this 
is called the ‘embouchure’. I 
closed my eyes to listen to the 
orchestra when we played the 
first held note of my solo piece 
in Dachau because I know 
when my clarinet sounds a little 
sharp. 

Listening to others makes you 
think about the organisation of 
the orchestra. Particular 
instruments are next to each 
other for a reason. If I play first 
clarinet, I want the first 
bassoon to sit close to me, and 
not just because we’re friends. 
It can be an awkward situation 

though if you ask a nervous 
newcomer to move to a 
different place. I could be 
wrong, but our string players 
appear to be better organised 
than us wind players. Maybe 
that’s because they are sitting 
in sections like in a ‘real’ 
orchestra. The Cobweb 
philosophy ‘everyone can join 
in’ is fantastic, but in a ‘real’ 
orchestra there would only be 
two of each wind instrument. 
So how do you decide who 
plays what? We might assume 
a second part is easier, but 
often it’s the second clarinet 
part that has those wonderful 
arpeggios that are actually 
much more awkward to play 
than a melody in the first part. 
When we played Beethoven’s 
symphonies in Middlesbrough, 
I’m sure I counted nine 
clarinets at one point. Then we 
end up in a big long line, and 
the players at one end can’t 
even hear those at the other 
end. There are some beautiful 
harmonies when the first and 
second clarinets play together, 
but you often can’t appreciate 
them. Would it be better to 
emulate the strings and sit in a 
group? When you are right in 
the middle of them, they sound 
fantastic! (I love it when they 
play pizzicato, and I was 
fascinated with that col legno in 
the Berlioz. Wow. A clarinet 
pretending to be a string player 
can’t make those eerie sounds! 
I was so impressed by a fp 
played by the first violins in 
Dachau. When I had a real viola 
in my hands once in Kielder, I 
couldn’t follow the beat for 
concentrating so hard not to 
touch the strings with the bow 
when I wasn’t supposed to).  
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different place in the 
orchestra is interesting 
too. I like sitting with the 
clarinets in the middle, 
directly opposite the 
conductor. Isn’t it harder 
when you play the violin or 
the cello and you have to 
watch the conductor from 
the side? It’s a different 
experience to be a soloist at 
the front too. Do you need to 
see the conductor or is it the 
conductor’s job to follow you? 
You have to laugh instead of 
getting nervous when you think 
that the entire orchestra is 
watching your behind. 

I quite like being on my ‘high 
chair’ with my bass because I 
can see everything! What do 
the conductor and first violins 
always talk about? What are 
the oboists doing with their 
reeds? What do horn players 
do with their hands? Has the 
double bass player noticed that 
a small child is approaching fast 
holding a drumstick?? 

When you are pretending to be 
other instruments, you 
consider how they sit. A 
bassoon needs a space next to 
the seat. The cellos want some 
space in front of them for their 
pieces of carpet. You really 
don’t want to get on the wrong 
(I mean right) side of a piccolo. 
If you are a wind player and 
you end up in a string section, 
watch out for the end of a bow 
sticking in your head, and be 
polite and pick up their music 
that is scattered on the floor. 
They won’t be used to getting 
spit all over their music! 

I’ve also thought about where 
people sit. It must make a 
difference to how the sound 

travels if you’re sitting right at 
the back. It was certainly an 
experience sitting in the middle 
of the trombone section. At the 
‘Music Nation’ event in 
Gateshead, I couldn’t hear very 
much apart from trombone! I 
was amazed at how far the 
slide has to move, even when 
notes are close together on the 
stave. I got such a shock when 
Peter’s slide actually flew out! 
Watching Peter pretending to 
be a bassoon to play Borodin 
brought tears to my eyes 
because I was laughing so 
much. I’ve never seen a 
trombone move so fast. If I get 
the chance to conduct again, I’ll 
try to be a little more 
understanding and not tell the 
trombonists off for not keeping 
up with the rest of the 
orchestra.  

Pretending to be different 
instruments has made me more 
aware of the technicalities that 
players have to overcome. I 
didn’t know that an oboe has 3 
register keys. A clarinet only 
has one. When composing and 
arranging, and even 
conducting, there is such a lot 
you still need to know about 
the instruments if you don’t 
play them yourself. How do you 
know when to bow up or 
down? Do string players really 
not know how to count? A 
clarinettist can’t play 

continuous notes like a violin 
without a sore lip. (Handel 
didn’t write for clarinets in his 
‘Water Music’ but I’m still glad 
Andy Jackson did because I got 
to play on a boat!) I really 
appreciate the uniqueness of 
each instrument now. How can 
I possibly project the sound like 
a trumpet? I understand why 
people talk about ‘tone colour’. 
Pretending to be another 
instrument has helped me to 
learn more about 
orchestration. 

We are lucky to have people 
who must spend a great deal of 
their time sorting out parts in 
advance so that even players 
who are new to an instrument 
can take part without having to 
worry about transposing, and 
so that we can ‘fill in gaps’ in 
the music to have a complete 
orchestral experience, even if it 
is not the sound that the 
composer intended.  

As well as giving me a better 
understanding of all of the 
instruments in the orchestra, 
pretending has given me an 
even greater respect for the 
musicians who play them. I like 
being part of the Cobweb 
family; we celebrate each 
other’s achievements. I’m not 
pretending about this - The 
Cobweb Orchestra is very 
special.  

I’d like to take this opportunity 
to thank all those who have 
welcomed me into their section, 
and for taking time to answer 
my many questions. If there are 
lots of clarinets, I don’t mind 
disappearing somewhere else 
because I just want to play, but 
I really love being a real clarinet 
too!  
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FEATURES  3 THANKS FOR THE WELCOME, 
SORRY ABOUT THE TUNING 

WHY ALL ORCHESTRAS NEED 
CONDUCTORS 
John Ward 

As a student I was really lucky. I 
got a scholarship to Aldeburgh 
and was able, for a 
Spring/Summer, to meet with 
the wonderful and famous 
performers who came to play 
and sing at the Festival, and 
study with them. Together with 
the other scholarship holders, 
who came from all over the 
World, I was totally ignored for 
most of the time. Probably, the 
reason we were largely ignored 
was that Snape Maltings burnt 
down (it was 1969) 
necessitating the transfer of a 
good many Festival events 
including such as Mozart’s 
“Idomeneo” (in its first full 
staged performance in this 
country for many years) to the 
beautiful church at Blythburgh. 
In the dress rehearsal I 
remember vividly Peter Pears 
“emerging” - that was what he 
was supposed to do, actually he 
more or less stumbled up from 
between the altar and the very 
temporary stage, dressed in 
long heathen robes - a most 
peculiar image in what is one of 
England’s most wonderful 
mediaeval Anglican churches. 
The English Chamber Orchestra 
made something of a cock-up 
of their part because they were 
located in a position where 
they could see Britten 
conducting but had no sight of 
the singer and couldn’t hear 
him either. The singer could 
neither see his partner (at his 
entrance) nor, apparently, hear 
the orchestra - oh, and his 
robes were just a bit too long 
to manage up the dark stairs to 

the stage because there were 
no lights at that time – the 
tuning was dreadful. I found a 
whole range of photos by Clive 
Strutt, who took many of 
Britten and Pears in the 60’s, 
and he has allowed me to 
include a couple here so you 
can see what the church was 
like: 

 

This picture was taken during 
the second of the two dress 
rehearsals held in the church 
and after the initial problems of 
vision had been resolved. Just 
look at what one of the World’s 
great composers is using for a 
rostrum! That is a bakery tray 
that Britten is using to stand 
on, covered by a piece of 
shuttering ply. Then take 
account of the use of church 
property as a music stand for 
him and the fact that all the 
choir stalls have been covered 
to make a stage. At this point – 
a few hours before the first 
public performance, there were 
no lights but the BBC (who 
were, if memory serves me 
right, doing a live broadcast) 
had their microphones 
positioned – this had caused 
considerable problems earlier 
when the orchestra had to be 
moved! Since getting the 

photos, I’ve been trying to 
identify the players – you may 
do better than me but I think I 
recognize Derek Simpson on 
cello. At another rehearsal, the 
ever modest James Blades 
could not be found and Britten 
more than lost his cool 
shouting for his friend to arrive 
from wherever he had gone. 
Blades was outside, just sitting 
in the sunshine, smoking a 
cigarette looking across those 
tidal marshes that inevitably 
provoke memories of “Peter 
Grimes.” The saying, “It’ll be 
alright on the night,” sprang to 
mind and remained there as 
one problem after another 
arose. Somehow they got it all 
sorted and the first 
performance was memorable 
for the right reasons. 

 

This second photo is actually 
from earlier in the day and you 
can see some of the scholarship 
students (including me) sitting 
with Peter Pears while 
performers struggle on stage. 
On the table is some of the BBC 
equipment in the process of 
being moved from one place to 
another while you can see 
stacking chairs of the incredibly 
uncomfortable variety waiting 
to be put out (by the students) 
as soon as the BBC had 
finished. The ladder belonged 
to the lighting crew and then, 
of course, the stage was 
transformed by the 
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FEATURES  3 construction of the set – mostly 
while the singers were 
rehearsing! The chairs were 
necessary as all the 
performances were sold out 
and the church was smaller 
than the Maltings so seats were 
placed right up to the front of 
the stage. Next time you’re at a 
rehearsal where there is 
extraneous noise or somebody 
interrupts, remember these 
photos!   

A DVD of the production is still 
available (a studio recording 
made afterwards).  What 
Britten failed to tell people 
properly was that he had re-
written the libretto because he 
felt that the drama did not 
convey Mozart’s music 
adequately so the structure of 
the opera, especially the 
sequence of the arias in the 
second half is very different 
from Mozart’s original.   

What I remember most of my 
scholarship is the total lack of 
welcome. Even though I learnt 
a tremendous amount and 
enjoyed the experience 
immensely, my daily experience 
consisted of going to the office 
in Aldeburgh, collecting details 
of what I was to do day by day 
and that was that. No advice 
about accommodation (I‘d got 
that organised in advance), no 
assistance with transport - had I 
not squeezed in with some 
others who had a mini-bus, I’d 
have really been stuck.  

Forty years plus on, Cobwebs 
was so different. I came to a 
couple of events - Beethoven 
4th Piano Concerto and then 
Toby playing Mendelssohn for 
his 60th birthday and, in 
between, I started coming to 
the Sage Wednesday group.  

Travelling down from Berwick 
on the train, walking across the 
High Level Bridge has been a 

very enjoyable experience. To 
be given a lift to places where 
the train doesn’t go is great. 
Equally, to be spoken to 
without having to speak first 
was different - a warmth which 
was, to be honest, quite 
surprising. I must have terrified 
Liz when sitting next to her 
playing the Beethoven, not 
having played properly for 
nearly forty years! The fact that 
I had been (though, of course 
she didn’t know that) a 
conductor of little notoriety but 
some experience for quite a 
period meant that I knew what 
the notes ought to be, how to 
get them and what they ought 
to sound like. Sadly, I was 
totally unable to fulfill my 
ambition to play them. Nobody 
complained. Roles reversed, I 
think I would have done and, 
over the subsequent period, I 
have begun to get a bit closer 
to some of the notes which 
leads me back to tuning 
because my tuning was so 
awful! It’s better now and I can 

manage to get a few notes in 
on time and some of the 
bowing, too.   

Covent Garden Opera House in Abell’s Time 

My other life - not the one I 
enjoyed owning pubs - sees me 
still studying musical style and 
aesthetics. I’ve been engaged 
for the past couple of years in 
editing (in my occasional spare 
time) some music by the 
mysterious John Abell, an 
alleged Aberdeenshire 
composer of the seventeenth 
century who spent most of his 
life as a highly successful 
counter-tenor - he earned £500 
for a season in the London 
opera houses, for example, and 
then £200 for a short trip up to 
Edinburgh on “secret” work for 
the crown.  

When out of favour Abell 
appeared in dramatic 
circumstances at the court of 
the King of Poland. Here (in the 
1690’s) he refused to sing so 
was persuaded (apparently) by 
being displayed in front of the 
King with a hungry bear. A later 
King of Poland commissioned 
J.S. Bach to write cantatas - 
perhaps not with the need for 
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FEATURES  3 so much pressure on the 
composer. 

If you don’t know these 
cantatas, try “Tonet ihr 
pauken” (BWV 214) which 
dates from January 1733 and 
was written for the Queen‘s 
birthday. The opening, “Tune 
the kettle drums” chorus 
became well known as the 
opening chorus of the first 
cantata of the so-called 
“Christmas Oratorio” while the 
fabulous but sycophantic 
trumpet aria, “Was der Tugend 
stats gefallt” also transfers, 
with much better words, to the 
same cantata.    

Abell redeemed himself by 
marrying well, an Irish peeress, 
but his Catholicism worked 
against him once the House of 
Orange took over the English 
throne and he probably 
emigrated to New England. His 
descendants have certainly 
done well in the States, if this is 
the case. You may reasonably 
be asking what that has to do 
with Cobwebs and tuning. “My” 
piece of music is a cantata 
written by Abell for the 
birthday of Queen Anne, similar 
in textual style to that of Bach 
from a quarter century later. It 
is the experience of sitting, 
poring over this manuscript 
from the Bodleian (and starting 
to compose my own music 
again) that, more than anything 
else, made me realise that we 
are making much of the music 
we play harder for ourselves. 
The professional player wants 

life to be easy and efficient so 
that the resulting performance 
can be as good as possible with 
as little effort as possible so 
that is what has to happen to 
the scores and parts used by 
amateur orchestras, too.  A 
professional orchestra prepares 
all its parts very thoroughly 
before use to make them easier 
to use; something amateur 
orchestras rarely do. Also 
professional orchestras avoid 
the hundred year old editions 
that amateur orchestras use in 
which printing/editorial 
conventions of that time had a 
very different meaning from 
that which we understand 
today. Then there is the major, 
minor etc. matter of tuning  …    

Until the later part of the 
nineteenth century, musicians 
regarded their creative activity 
as being, principally, one of 
development so, for example, 
Berlioz wrote for the ophicleide 

  

 
The bass ophicleide (from the Boston 

Symphony Orchestra) with its range – 

as can be seen, it compares well  
with the trombone! 

which he regarded as the latest 
thing but, in his own lifetime, 
was superseded by more 
efficient trombones, 
euphoniums and tubas. Have a 
look, too, at Berlioz’s 
“Memoirs” and read what he 
has to say about conductors. 
The section about the first 
performance of his Requiem is 
very good - it explains really 
why conductors are 
indispensable to an orchestra 
and why they need to do their 
job (especially why he did it so 
much better)! Mozart’s clarinet 
bore little visual relationship to 
the modern instrument and 
makers continued to work at its 
development for the following 
century plus. Mozart’s clarinet 
also sounded different while his 
oboes were substantially 
different in timbre and 
construction from the modern 
instrument.   

Mozart, unusually, studied the 
music of Handel and even Bach 
(remember that the Town 
Council of Leipzig at Bach’s 
funeral, expressed the wish 
that his successor might be a 
better composer). Bach’s 
successor, Loells, did show  
Bach’s music to Mozart and 
showed his veneration for the 
music but, equally, neither of 
them tried to perpetuate 
Bach’s style. Visiting London 
with his student, Attwood, 
Mozart came across the music 
of Handel (who still had some 
reputation in Germany and 
Austria) and brought Handel’s 
“Messiah,” “Israel in Egypt” and 
some other pieces “up to date” 
be re-orchestrating them using 
instruments that Handel had 
never seen. We all know how 
Mozart’s version of “Messiah” 
got further modernised more 
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FEATURES  3 than century later by Ebenezer 
Prout and others who seem to 
have worked on the basis that 
Handel could not have known 
quite what he was doing! 
Perhaps, to be fair, they were 
adapting mid-eighteenth 
century culture and 
conventions to the late 
nineteenth century. What has 
happened since is that we have 
all become venerators - we 
work on the basis that if it’s old 
it must be good and, often, we 
don’t quite understand what’s 
going on. This can have the 
effect of causing us to make life 
far more difficult for ourselves 
than the creators of the music 
we are attempting play intend 
especially if it’s a “Breitkopf & 
Hartel” or “Peters” edition from 
1880 of music composed in 
1790 or 1820 (worse still 1690 
or 1720). 

If you read Leopold Mozart on 
violin technique (or any of the 
many other books on 
eighteenth century style), you 
learn very quickly that what 
you got taught as a beginner 
pupil, while not wrong, was 
certainly not how people 
played at that time.  A glance 
through Corette on baroque 
woodwind playing is equally 
helpful. Sitting in a Cobwebs 
group, I see players trying very 
hard to match their playing to 
what their nineteenth century 
edition is demanding. These 
editions are profoundly 
influenced by all the 
developments that took place 
during that century. No 
criticism of Mendelssohn, but 
his influence on the Leipzig 
Gewandhaus Orchestra (it was 
taken over by Sterndale 
Bennett after his death) was  

immense and he himself was 
influenced profoundly by David. 
This man produced a great 
collection of baroque violin 
pieces which are, generally, 
revisions rather than editions 
and demand that the player 
demonstrate techniques such 
as playing very high on the G 
string, utilising harmonics and 
other activities which would 
not have been possible on an 
earlier instrument. At the same 
time, David (and others like 
him) carefully ignore the 
“scordatura” which was 
possible on the baroque 
instrument, limiting themselves 
to Paganini-like tricks such as 
re-tuning by a chromatic 
semitone so that the soloist 
sounds as if he is doing 
something special. Flautists, 
perhaps, might consider the 
influence of the introduction of 
new keys to their instrument in 
the early nineteenth century 
and how they might play earlier 
pieces if those keys were not 
there.   

The Leipzig orchestra was the 
first fully professional orchestra 
anywhere and hugely 
influenced European music. We 
need, in Cobwebs and other 
amateur orchestras, to have 
the conductor prepare the 
parts so that the music reflects 
the time at which it was 
written, not the time the 
edition was made. Slurs over a 
whole bar or more, for 
example, towards the end of 
the nineteenth century, are 
more indicative of a phrase 
mark than a requirement to 
play particularly smoothly.  
Great care needs to be taken 
that performance style marks 
such as “staccato” or  

“smoothly” (the language 
they’re in doesn’t matter) date 
from the time of the composer 
and, if they don’t, that they are 
stylistically “in tune” with the 
piece. There was a vast 
difference in size and make up 
between Mozart’s orchestra in 
1785 and that of Beethoven in 
1820 and a similar growth in 
the following thirty years. By 
the time of Wagner, in the 
1870’s, the orchestra had 
grown to be over 100 strong 
but it was only at about this 
time that “veneration” became 
popular. In late Victorian 
London, “Israel in Egypt” 
received an outdoor 
performance at the Crystal 
Palace by over 6000 singers and 
an orchestra of 150+. My own 
hero Beecham gave wonderful 
performances of Mozart 
symphonies with huge 
orchestras. It was the arrival of 
“Harry’s Band” at the new 
Festival Hall that introduced 
the idea of Mozart sized 
orchestras attempting (over 
time) to learn to play the music 
as it was meant to sound. 
“Harry’s Band” (The London 
Mozart Players) was conducted 
by Harry Blech and, initially, 
was a mixed amateur and 
professional group. I used to go 
to their concerts because the 
tickets were cheap!  They were 
also outstanding.  

Over fifty years, the editions 
used by such orchestras have 
changed and the style they play 
has changed and so has, in 
some cases, their tuning … but 
that’s another story! Let us 
change our way too. Our 
performances will be better and 
they will be easier. 
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MEMBER NEWS  

Who’s been celebrating what? 

Jane Todd 

Congratulations to Jane, 
violinist at the Consett Group 
who gave birth to a beautiful 
baby boy, Reuben on 23rd 
November. 

Andy Jackson 

Good wishes, cakes and a little 
fizz were order of the day for 
the eve of Andy’s 60th birthday, 
which just so happened to 
coincide with the regular 
Consett Group session. 
Although under strict 
instructions not to make a fuss, 
those present did manage to 
get away with an amazingly 
harmonious rendition of ‘Happy 
Birthday’ followed by delicious 
cakes baked by Liz Carlile and 
superbly decorated in sugar 
paste flowers made by 
Elizabeth Beer. 
 

SAD YOU’RE LEAVING US 

As many of you will know, Lee 
and David Fairlie are sadly 
leaving us very soon and 
moving to Manchester. They 
will be sorely missed from the 
groups that they’ve played in 
but also from the organisation 
as a whole. 

Lee joined Cobwebs in the very 
early days as a flautist and then 
took up the horn at the grand 
age of 60!  David joined when 
he decided to take up the 
cello.  But there’s more to it 
than that. Lee in particular has 
been instrumental in the 
setting up of the Cobweb 
organisation since it became 
independent from The Sage 
Gateshead. Without Lee, we 
probably wouldn’t be here 
today.  

Lee also had the wonderful idea 
of setting up Cobfriends – a 
group that would take care of      
the social aspects of the 
organisation, whether it be 
sending a card and flowers to 
someone who was unwell, or 
giving a bursary to help 
someone attend rehearsals or 
events. 

Lee and David, we thank you 
for your friendship, your 
enthusiasm and your passion 
and wish you every happiness in 
Manchester. 

Who’s Who 

Howard Rocke                        
Chair of Trustees 

 

Howard's early experiences of 
playing orchestral music were 
with the City of Belfast Youth 
Orchestra. Then his playing 
lapsed. However he became a 
true Cobwebber, having to 
remove 22 years of cobwebs 
from his cello. By day a Careers 
Adviser, when his family have 
no further use for him he loves 
to explore the County Durham 
countryside. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Lesley Wearmouth            
Trustee and Secretary 
 

 
 
Lesley started playing the 
clarinet and later the 
saxophone whilst in junior 
school. Never having totally 
lapsed as a player, she turned 
up on the first night of the 
Cobweb experience and they 
haven't been able to get rid of 
her since. By day she works as 
an educational consultant, 
specialising in modern 
languages in secondary schools. 
 
Jean Ord 
Trustee and Treasurer 
 

 
 
Jean plays Violin at Harelaw 
and is one of the few remaining 
founder members of the 
orchestra. She also plays golf 
with a handicap of 18 and is a 
member of a drama club. Jean 
is self employed as a will writer 
and estate planner and 
together with husband John, 
they own two Springer Spaniels 
who keep them both fit by daily 
walks. 
 

 

The Cobweb Orchestra 

T: 0788 034 6145 

E: admin@cobweborchestra.org.uk 

www.cobweborchestra.org.uk 


