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Geoffrey Wright
Obituary by John Watson

      The composer Geoffrey Wright, who died in 
September 2010 aged 98, will be best remembered 
for the music he wrote for The Gate Theatre 
revues, in particular the song Transatlantic 
Lullaby. 
      I met Geoffrey Wright on two memorable 
occasions. The first was on 17th July 1999 at his 
home in Great Barton, near Bury St. Edmunds in 
Suffolk, to which he had very kindly invited me. I 
found him charming and polite, and very well 
spoken. He displayed great patience, answering all 
my questions thoughtfully and often at length. 
      We discussed moments of his career, including 
the solo piano recording he had made in 1934 for 
Decca. On one side he played a medley from Sir or 
Madam, which he had written for the Cambridge 
Footlights. Although privately issued, I had found 
a copy of the disc many years earlier and was 
thrilled to finally meet the artist and hear the story 
behind it. We also looked through some of his 
theatrical scrapbooks, which included such 
fascinating items as a telegram of congratulations 
from the great impresario C. B. Cochran. As well as 
recalling the past, Geoffrey told me that he was still 
composing, and was working on a musical about 
Mrs. Beaton. 
      An unassuming man, Geoffrey Wright was 
modest about his success with Transatlantic 
Lullaby, though was pleased by its enduring 
popularity. He avidly collected recordings of it and 
we listened to some on tape, including one I had 
brought along especially of a rendition by William 
Davies for the Billy Mayerl Society, which Geoffrey 
appreciated. As we conversed about his career, his 
companion, Michael, stayed very much in the 
background. 
      It is ver y likely that Geoffrey Wright was the last 
surviving songwriter to have had a work 
transcribed for piano by Billy Mayerl, not that he 
approved a hundred per cent of the Master of 
Syncopation's arrangement of Transatlantic 
Lullaby. When I asked his opinion, the composer 
told me that generally he appreciated what Mayerl 
had done, but noted that in one passage the 
harmony had been changed. While he understood 
the reason why Mayerl had done this, he 
nonetheless preferred his original. I was delighted 
to hear Transatlantic Lullaby played by the 
composer on his upright piano which was a real 
privilege. It moved along with a gentle rhythmic 
beat and has remained a treasured memory.

      I next met Geoffrey Wright on 26th June 2002 at 
Hengrave Hall in Suffolk. The occasion was to 
celebrate his 90th birthday the previous month. A 
large room was crowded with friends, many having 
travelled long distances. Again Michael remained 
mostly in the background. Guests included his close 
friend from school days, the actor and director Frith 
Banbury. At one point a large man walked over to a 
small upright piano, sat down and very robustly 
thumped out Happy Birthday to You, to which 
everyone sang along. To my amazement, I found out 
later that the heavy-handed pianist was none other 
than William Blezard, the composer and former 
accompanist to Joyce Grenfell. 
      Geoffrey, who was looking sprightly, also took his 
place at the keyboard. He turned to whoever 
happened to be around him and, as I recall, 
modestly announced he would play “that thing I 
wrote.” With much finesse he then of course played 
Transatlantic Lullaby, the number for which 
everyone had been waiting. One thing I recall 
Geoffrey saying that day was that he had stopped 
composing, apparently having run out of ideas. He 
did not seem too concerned, and perhaps felt that at 
ninety it was time to retire. 
      I last spoke to Geoffrey Wright by phone in 2009 
when wishing him birthday greetings. He said he 
had a few health problems but remained 
characteristically stoical, saying he felt as well as 
could be expected for someone aged 97. To those 
who knew him it seemed he was ageless and would 
become a centenarian. Sadly, that was not to be. I 
regret that I was unable to attend his funeral. 
      Geoffrey Wright was born on 25th May 1912. He 
died in September 2010 aged 98. Obituaries 
appeared in The Stage and The Guardian, both 
available online.

Geoffrey Wright at home in 1999 (photo: John Watson) 
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      Obituary:  John Skinner
           It is with sadness I must report the death late 
in 2010 of BMS member John Skinner. John was a 
retired solicitor who took a great interest in musical 
events and attended many concerts at Shellwood. 
He organised concerts for his local church in 
Ruislip giving opportunities to many young 
musicians starting out on their careers. 
   He will be missed.                             Mike L  2010
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June 5th ...............  Members Meeting
Aug. 7th ...............  Christopher Duckett 
Nov. 20th .............   Keith Nichols
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       You may have noticed that we are only putting on 2 Concerts this year due to the difficulty of 
finding quality performers for your pleasure. Alex Hassan was to have given us a concert this year 
but has had to bow out due to pressure at home, we hope to see him next year.
The 2 Concerts we are putting on, however, are well worth attending, Christopher Duckett will, no 
doubt, be regaling us with a mix of finger twisters that he seems to throw off with ease and Keith 
Nichols will be bringing his inimitable bravura playing and singing to Shellwood in this his 2nd 
concert for the BMS.
       The BMS was given £1000 in 2010 from the will of John Roland Wooldridge, alas we have no 
knowledge of him while he was alive but after diligent research came up with a V. Wooldridge                
of Birmingham in the January 1936 issue of the Billy Mayerl Club magazine and feel it might have 
been his Father or perhaps his brother. Anybody  who knows more please get in touch.
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John
Playle

Then I find it hard to believe this is 
Doug's first recording. Shellwood has another 
scoop here: after hearing these performances I 
was kicking myself for missing their recital 
and I have made a mental note to make sure to 
catch anything else these two do together. It's 
probably superfluous to say that Alex also has 
the music of this period in his bones and 
provides the perfect accompaniment for 
Doug. I can't wait to find out what they will 
offer us next.               Michael Harth  2010

New Deal Rhythm
Owing to an unfortunate mistake by 

my social secretary, I missed the recital at 
which Alex and Doug performed, so perforce 
had to be content with this CD. As all these 
numbers spring from the Great Depression 
years, they are particularly relevant to the 
present moment, though this time round the 
Welfare State means, in this country at least (I 
can't speak for the USA) that no one is without 
the basic necessities, so that the protests and 
demonstrations come from people who've just 
got used to a certain standard of living and 
resent its reduction rather than from the truly 
deprived  or am I being unfair? 

But to get back to New Deal 
Rhythm, the first thing that struck me when I 
scanned the contents list was that the only 
number I knew was the inevitable Brother 
Can You Spare piece, so I knew I could look 
forward to a feast of hand-picked but 
unfamiliar numbers, as it proved. In spite of 
Alex's enthusiastic recommendation in his 
sleeve-notes, it has to be said that, with one 
exception, these songs are not out of the top 
drawer when compared to the best numbers 
of, say, Rodgers or Gershwin. That means they 
won't make their due effect unless the 
performers give them something extra, and 
fortunately in Doug Bowles Alex has found a 
singer who is also a showman and can bring 
them vividly to life. 

The disc opens with New Deal 
Rhythm, an enjoyable number, and we only 
have to hear a few bars to know that we're in 
good hands. Doug has an attractive light tenor 
voice, but he doesn't just sing the songs, he 
performs them, and I particularly enjoyed the 
next number in this medley, Doing The 
Reactionary, though as a compulsive versifier 
I kept wanting to change the rhyming style.

I'm Putting Money In The Bank 
Again and The Road Is Open Again both 
celebrate the end of the Depression, while W P 
A refers to the Work Projects Administration, 
responsible for employing large numbers of 
people on public projects. Then Back to 
Work, 

like Doing The Reactionary that we've just 
heard, comes from a pro-union musical Pins 
and Needles, and not even the fact that I'm 
writing during yet another inconsiderate Tube 
strike prevented me from enjoying it.

Then it's back in the thick of the 
Depression with If I Ever Got A Job Again, 
another number with witty lyrics. I'm An 
Unemployed Sweetheart gets a particularly 
charming performance, but the music of 
Everything Is Even Worse Than It Was 
Before seems rather jauntier than the words 
call for.

Come Home Prosperity is done in 
Jolsonesqe style, though mercifully without the 
nasal twang that made Al J himself 
unlistenable as far as I am concerned. Then 
Alex, having kept his natural exuberance  in 
check till now, gets a chance to let his hair down 
with a piano solo rendering of It's A Happy 
World. 

Dusty Shoes come from a film, 
while the next two numbers, My Baby's On 
Strike and One Big Union For Two both play 
on the prominence the unions had at this time. 
To round off this medley, Along Tobacco 
Road, which I assume is a reference to the 1933 
novel by Erskine Caldwell about poor white 
tenant farmers, which when dramatised the 
following year ran for over three thousand 
performances on Broadway. 

Another piano solo follows, Alex's 
treatment of Make Way For Kid Prosperity, 
when he gives it all the bounce the title 
suggests.

The next medley comprises three 
different approaches to the Depression. But 
Think Of The Fun We Had looks back to an 
earlier and happier period, When My Ship 
Comes In looks forward to better times, while 
I've Got Another Day From The NRA 
(National Recovery Administration) is 
focussed on the immediate present. This last 
number presents us with a feat of both singing 
and recording, when Doug, in Alex's words, 
'metamorphoses into his own male vocal trio.' 
Don't miss this: it's not only very clever, it 
sounds gorgeous.

Repeal The Blues  by Johnnie 
Green isone of the best numbers, as well as one 
of the best performances, on this disc. Then we 
have three fiscally-oriented numbers: the first, 
Put a Tax On Love, is a thought that I rather 
imagine has crossed the mind of just about 
every Chancellor of the Exchequer or his 
foreign equivalent, to be regretfully dismissed 
as impractical.  Then We Want Sweetheart 
Security is followed by the nightmare thought 
itself in If They Ever Had An Income Tax 
On Love.

Headin' For Better Times is 
another piano solo, as optimistic as its title, but 
then we move to a more minor-key medley. So 
I'll Never Be A Millionaire, Shake Hands 
With A Millionaire, I Had It And I Lost It 
And It's Gone, and Dusty Road strike a more 
elegiac mood, basically portraying people who 
are making the best of reduced circumstances, 
and Doug rises to the challenge, putting real 
feeling into his interpretations. Variety comes 
with I've Got A Communistic Feeling For 
You, done with comic style, including a 
Russian accent section.

I Will Share is a particularly 
beautiful ballad, succeeded, somewhat 
incongruously, by a piano solo version of 
Don't Take Life Seriously, though perhaps it 
was a good idea not to give us the lyrics at this 
point. Then, to conclude, a final medley 
consisting first of the number we've all been 
waiting for, Brother, Can You Spare A Dime. 
Doug gives us an emotional rendering which 
made me realise what a masterpiece the song 
is: it will surely last as long as popular song 
itself. But the duo don't want to finish up in 
downbeat mood, so it's followed by We're Out 
Of The Red, and then the final number is 
There's No Depression In Love.

I have to say that when I first listened 
to this disc I wasn't that impressed by most of 
the numbers, but a second hearing convinced 
me I had misjudged them and that their 
appeal, though not so immediately obvious as 
some, grows on you. Of course in these days it 
is always a pleasure to listen to lyrics that don't 
insult your intelligence; many of those on this 
recording are genuinely witty and all of them 
are worth listening to.

SWCD41 is available to members 
at the special price of £10 

Phone 0208 8731280
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him. Surprisingly she did so for $50, but on 
condition that when published in Britain, it was 
not treated as an American import. Green agreed 
and she arranged for its publication by Chappell's 
who added Frank Eyton's name to the credits in 
order to establish UK contractual rights  although, 
according to Robert Sour, “Eyton never even 
added a comma.”
   Having been wholly authored by Americans, 
Harms, its New York publishers, copyrighted an 
American version with revised lyrics and deleted 
Eyton's name from the credits thus he would 
received no royalties for the song. Eyton's reaction 
to that is not known, but he may have thought he 
was lucky to have been there in the first place, 
having maintained a minor position in the 
profession until then. Confusing or what?
   Frank Eyton's eventual abilities as a highly 
respected and successful lyric author, playwright 
and librettist are manifest, as evidenced by the 
many distinguished composers, he worked with: 
Richard Addinsell, Carl Brisson, Ralph Butler, 
Douglas Furber, Noel Gay, Clifford Grey, Eric 
Maschwitz, Leslie Sarony, Arthur Schwartz, 
Mischa Spoliansky  the list goes on and on.

A Who's Who entry tells us he was educated 
in Bexhill; served overseas during World War I ( 
H e  w a s  a  P r i v a t e ,  i n i t i a l l y  i n  t h e  
Northamptonshire Regiment and later in the York 
& Lancaster Regiment) and, before turning to lyric 
writing, was 'something in the City'. That 
statement leaves much to conjecture but, as his 
paternal grandmother was Isabella T. Bowater of a 
well-known London accountancy firm of that 
name, he was probably an accountant before 
turning to lyric writing. 

Billy Mayerl's ventures into stage musicals 
and revues had commenced in the early 1920s but 
his initial collaboration with Frank Eyton came in 
1928 when he was co-incidentally paired with him 
to work on a musical farce, Oh Letty, for Stanley 
Lupino, and so began their enduring partnership. 
In 1929 their song, 'Miss Up-To-Date', featured by 
Cyril Richard in Alfred Hitchcock's 'talking 
picture thriller' Blackmail,  was followed by 
industrious collaboration right through the next 
decade. 

Frank wrote lyrics to Billy's music for the 
musical, Nippy (the nickname given to 
uniformed serving personnel in Lyons' Corner 
Houses) and, with bright songs like 'Two of 
Everything' and 'It Must Be You', it starred Binnie 
Hale and Clifford Mollison and opened in 1930 at 
London's Prince Edward Theatre. 

Brian Willey looks at the life and times of 
Billy Mayerl's favourite lyricist

Frank Eyton 
   Billy Mayerl, although credited with around 400 
compositions, is not naturally thought of as a 
songwriter, yet more than a quarter of his output 
has words to be sung. But he was no lyric writer  
that was the job of others. There was Horatio 
Nicholls, a hugely popular name of the 20s and 30s 
and actually the pseudonym of publisher 
Lawrence Wright; author Alan Stranks; Kenneth 
Western (of The Western Brothers fame); 
songwriters Jos. Joe Gilbert, James Dyrenforth, 
and Raymond Wallace. But of all those who wrote 
words for Billy Mayerl, Frank Eyton was by far the 
most prolific. 
   He began life in North London on 30th August 
1894  the only son of Francis John Eyton 
Hollinworth and Ada Pauline Whitehouse and, 
when baptised in the Holy Trinity Church, Stroud 
Green, he was given exactly the same forenames as 
his father. Interestingly on the baptismal 
certificate, his father's occupation is given as 
Gentleman presumably being a man of 
independent means  who sadly died in 1899 at the 
early age of 31. His widow Ada and her then five-
year-old son took lodgings in Islington, she 
remarried in 1910 and nothing more is known of 
her.
   Although some aspects of Frank Eyton's early life 
remain shrouded in mystery he had commenced 
his lyrical ventures with  Chappell & Co. as a 
freelance writer, composing English lyrics for 
foreign publications and it was then that  F.J.E. 
Hollinworth Jnr. became known as Frank Eyton. 

Whatever else he achieved as a lyricist there is 
one song his name will always be associated with  
albeit on somewhat dubious grounds  the 1930 
classic American torch song  'Body and Soul'.  Its 
copyright  has long been controversial and much 
was revealed in a 1947 US magazine interview by 
Johhny Green, the composer of the melody. 
   It was written for Gertrude Lawrence, first 
published in the States and credited to Johnny 
Green, Edward Heyman and  Robert Sour. Green 
explained that he had used it, along with three 
other songs, as surety for a loan of $250 from 
London star Gertrude Lawrence, whom Green, as 
pianist, was accompanying during her tour of the 
States.

On her return to London she frequently used 
'her' song in her cabaret act and it soon became a 
hit on both sides of the Atlantic, at which point 

Noel Gay, Frank Eyton & Leslie Henson
and film star Jan Kiepur; English words for 
'TodayI Feel So Happy'; Edith Piaf's 'Take Me To 
Your Heart Again' and Igor Borganoff's 
Hungarian waltz melody 'Zigeunerweisen' 
became 'Gipsy Moon'. 
    Being co-author of many plays and revue 
sketches and having West End musicals running 
each year, in fact some years there were two 
running concurrently, must have given Eyton very 
little time to take advantage of his declared hobbies 
of cricket, golf and reading, or relaxing in his 
favourite clubs, the Savage and the Green Room. 

At one point, in 1931, he actually appeared on 
a gramophone record, having written a comedy 
sketch for Geoffrey Clayton who played the radio 

September 1932 the BBC National Service 
broadcast an hour-long musical revue written by 
Frank and Billy titled Hilarity, which starred the 
popular fruity-voiced comedian Bobbie Comber, 
plus Billy himself. 

 Throughout the 1930s Mayerl and Eyton 
graced most years with their stage shows: 
Honeymoon For Three in 1932, and then in 
successive years from 1934; Sporting Love; 
Twenty to One; Over She Goes; Crazy Days; 
and Runaway Love. 

Despite the theatrical work load, Frank also 
wrote with other composers for songs on radio, in 
shows, revues, and films: 'Tell Me Tonight' with 
music by Mischa Spoliansky for the Polish tenor 

5 6
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order to establish UK contractual rights  although, 
according to Robert Sour, “Eyton never even 
added a comma.”
   Having been wholly authored by Americans, 
Harms, its New York publishers, copyrighted an 
American version with revised lyrics and deleted 
Eyton's name from the credits thus he would 
received no royalties for the song. Eyton's reaction 
to that is not known, but he may have thought he 
was lucky to have been there in the first place, 
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character of a rather gormless Northern 
comedian. Titled 'Mr Ramsbottom Goes to the 
Theatre', it was released on both sides of a 
Piccadilly disc No. 806. with Eyton getting equal 
billing on the label.

His writing commitments continued well into 
the 1940s and, with music by Noel Gay, a whole 
new crop of songs appeared, including 'You've 
Done Something to My Heart' and 'Let the People 
Sing' for Evelyn Laye; 'All Over the Place' for 
Tommy Trinder and, in 1949, 'I'll Always Love 
You' for Gracie Fields' London 'come-back' in 
1949.  Having worked so industriously and

successfully for two decades it is sad to note that  
something must have gone seriously wrong in the 
1950s. Between 1952 and 1954, bankruptcy 
proceedings were instituted against him and there 
his activities ceased to be known and he died on 

thNovember 11  1962 at the age of 68, leaving many 
gaps in his history.

Fortunately, many of Frank Eyton's lyrics, set to 
music by Billy Mayerl, are available on two 
Shellwood CDs. Honeymoon for Three 
(SWCD28) features the voices of mezzo-soprano 
Alison Taffs & tenor Robert Petillo.  Runaway Love 
(SWCD39) has soprano Rachel Barrell & baritone 
Colin Zammit. Both CDs have the brilliant piano 

accompaniment of Alex Hassan, they 
are a listening delight.

© B r i a n  W i l l e y              
2010

SWCD28
   £10

SWCD39
    £10

Phone
 0208 8731280

MUSICAL COMEDIES:
1929 - Oh Letty  Stanley Lupino
1929  Love Lies  Stanley Lupino
1930  Nippy  Binnie Hale
1930  Darling, I Love You  Ella Logan
1930  Silver Wings  Lupino Lane
1931  The Millionaire Kid  Barry Lupino
1931  The Good Companions  John Gielgud
1933  The One Girl  Lupino Lane
1933  Nice Going's On  Leslie Henson
1934  Sporting Love  Stanley Lupino
1935  The Flying Trapeze  Jack Buchanan
1935  Twenty to One  Lupino Lane 
1936  Over She Goes  Stanley Lupino
1937  Crazy days  Stanley Lupino
1937  Married in Haste  Jean Colin
1939  Runaway Love  Barry Lupino
1941 - Lady Behave  Stanley Lupino
1942  Wild Rose  Jessie Matthews
1943  The Love Racket  Arthur Askey
1944  Meet me Victoria  Lupino Lane 
1946  Sweetheart Mine  Lupino Lane 
1948  Bob's Your Uncle  Leslie Henson
1949  Roundabout - 
1949  The Ex-Mrs Y  Binnie Hale
FILMS:
1929  Blackmail  Cyril Ritchard
1931  Man of Mayfair  Jack Buchanan
1931  Sunshine Susie  Renate Muller
1932  Tell me Tonight  Jan Kiepura
1932  Marry Me  Renate Muller
1932  The Only Girl  Lilian Harvey
1934  My Song for You  Jan Kiepura
1935  Car of Dreams  John Mills
1935  Deputy Drummer  Lupino Lane
1935  Trust the Navy  Lupino Lane
1935  Honeymoon for Three  Stanley Lupino
1936  Cheer Up  Stanley Lupino
1937  The Girl in the Taxi  Frances Day
1937  Over She Goes  Stanley Lupino
1939  Let's be Famous  Betty Driver
1939  Band Waggon  Arthur Askey 
1940  All Over the Place  Tommy Trinder
1941  I Thank You  Arthur Askey
1942  Let the People Sing  Alastair Sim
1944  Champagne Charlie  Stanley Holloway
REVUES:
1930  The Chelsea Follies  Nervo and Knox
1932  Between Ourselves  Barry Lupino
1935  She Shall Have Music - Fred Conyngham
1936  Let's Raise the Curtain  Elizabeth Welch
1938 - Pelissier's Follies of 1938  Bobbie Comber
1940  Lights Up  Evelyn Laye
1940  Present Arms  Evelyn Dall
1942  Fine and Dandy  Dorothy Dickson
1943  Ladi-da-di-Da  Lupino Lane
1945  For Crying Out Loud  Nervo and Knox
OPERETTA
1938  Maritza  Douglas Byng

SHOWS AND REVUES  INVOLVING 
THE  SONGS OF FRANK EYTON

       Runaway Love SWCD39 
                  review by Peter Jacobs
More riches from Shellwood!  Following on from 
'Honeymoon For Three', here are 24 more of Billy 
Mayerl's songs from the 30s, a feast of inventive 
melody, words, and idiomatic piano writing.  
Rachel Barrell and Colin Zammit are the 
indomitable singers, Alex Hassan the pianist, a 
player unequalled in this style of music.
My first reaction on hearing these songs was how 
very difficult they are, most definitely not for your 
average show singer.  With their wide range, 
difficult chromatic inflexions, and tricky rhythms, 
they need singers in the peak of condition, masters 
of their idiom.  In addition to these purely musical 
qualities, the words must be absolutely clear, not 
least because they are often highly inventive and 
amusing.  So let's say straight away that all these 
challenges are wonderfully met by the performers.  
This is a recital, which will give great pleasure.
The music is, in fact, SO inventive that it is 
probably a mistake to listen to more than a few 
songs at a time.  I listened to the CD right through, 
of course, but subsequent hearings of no more 
than, say, six songs, allowed me more space to 
appreciate the subtleties of the music.  It is almost 
impossible to single out any as being the best or 
best performed, but 'I've Got A Sweetie On The 
Radio', 'Just A Little Love' and 'Valse Eugene' 
jumped out at me immediately.
If I occasionally missed a word, it was probably a 
lack of concentration on my part.  Overall the 
whole enterprise is a triumph, not least for the 
characteristically clear recording, the balance of 
voices and piano, and the feeling everyone has for 
the style of music.  HOW I envy Alex's piano 
playing.  It is so 'easy', so safe and well balanced.  
His occasional solos are a joy.

             

On Wednesday 20th October 2010 Brian Willey 
received a Gold Badge Award at The Savoy. The  
Awards are presented by BASCA in association with 
PRS for Music.  Recipients are presented with a gold 
tuning-fork lapel-badge and a certificate of honour. 
The badge is worn as an acknowledgement from their 
friends and colleagues of the skill, devotion and 
commitment they have displayed in their particular 
field. Brian  joined the BBC Engineering Department 
in 1944. Appointed a Radio Producer in 1960 he retired 
from the BBC in 1987 after 43 years of service. He has 
been Vice-Chairman of the Songwriters' Guild, 
Chairman of the Ivor Novello Award Committee and 
recently celebrated 30 years service on the committee 
of the PRS Members Benevolent Fund.                                                                    

 Mike L

Gold Badge Award 8
7
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It is difficult to find anything to carp 
about in Chris's playing: I especially admire the 
delicacy of touch that he can bring, a quality which 
paradoxically requires more strength and control 
rather than less. While I am grateful that we have 
this DVD as a permanent record, I think it is a 
crying shame that his playing is not available on 
CD. There is no finer Billy player around, and 
what he and Billy both need is an 'angel' who 
would sponsor one or more recordings of his 
playing so that it can be made generally available

However, this is the third all-Billy 
recital that he has given us, and I think it is time we 
gave him a break. Quite apart from anything else, I 
strongly doubt whether there is any other venue 
where he could put on the same programmes, and 
perhaps we should let him spread his wings a bit 
and widen his catchment area. He wouldn't need 
to step outside our remit: there are plenty of other 
composers writing in similar idioms, and so for his 
next recital I suggest we ask him to give us 
something along the lines of the Fidgety Digits 
CD. I would love to hear him in Lothar Perl, for 
instance, and it would also be fascinating to know 
what he can do with James P Johnson's Carolina 
Shout. But whatever he plays, I know I shall be 
looking forward to his recital. 

Members will be interested to know 
that a DVD of this concert is available from Mike 
Lorenzini 0208 873 1280 at £10 inc. postage, worth 
every penny.          Michael Harth  2010

  Christopher Duckett
stRecital October 31  at Shellwood

This is the third all-Billy recital 
Christopher has given us, and I don't like to think 
how much work lies behind the performances of so 
much unusual repertoire. Not that one would have 
known: the pieces were made to sound easy, which 
those of us who have essayed them know is very far 
from being the case. He even made it look as if he 
found them easy, which is good because the 
audience can then relax in the knowledge that 
they're in good hands, and in fact from the very first 
number, Autumn Crocus, it was clear that he was 
in complete control, giving us a restrained and 
poetic reading.

It was followed by the considerably less 
familiar 3 Japanese Pictures, in which Billy adopts 
a much bolder harmonic palette than usual.  
Almond Blossom sounds genuinely oriental when 
compared to such offerings as In A  Chinese 
Temple Garden by the ubiquitous Albert Ketelbey. 
Even more so does  A Temple in Kyoto, an 
atmospheric interlude before the Cherry Dance 
carries us away into bitonal realms. 

After that we moved on to lighter fare: 
The Musical Earwig and Match Parade are both 
transcriptions of orchestral novelties of the period. I 
Love My Baby ,  one of Billy's earliest 
transcriptions, gives us a good idea of what he was 
capable of at that time (he was 24 years old) and why 
he was in the forefront of performers. It's certainly 
well beyond the capacity of amateurs, but Chris 
threw it off insouciantly, with no sign of strain. A 
second transcription, Blame It On My Last Affair, 
is a different kettle of fish, charming and relaxed.

Then we had Billy's arrangement of the 
Theme from the Swedish Rhapsody, one of a 
plethora of mini-concertos that sprang up at that 
time, doubtless inspired by the success of the 
Warsaw Concerto: Billy's own Balearic Episode 
music was among them. It was given a suitably 
extrovert performance, and succeeded by 
something much more introvert, Romanesque, 
which more than any other piece by BM sounds like 
an improvisation. 

The title of Pastoral Exotique, which 
came next, sounds pretty inappropriate, at least till 
we get to the middle section, one of Billy's long-
breathed lyrical melodies. Then to finish the first 
half Chris played Bats in the Belfry with all the 
lightness and rhythmic vitality one could ask for.

A glass of fruit punch and some  nibbles 
later, we returned refreshed to one of the In My 
Garden suites, this time Autumn. There isn't a 
single dud in the whole dozen pieces, but perhaps 
the most beautiful is the middle one of this set, 
Amber Leaves, though Misty Lawn and 
Hollyberry, which frame it, are also attractive. I 
can't understand why these pieces aren't a standard 
part of the music curriculum for pianists.

Everything's in Rhythm With My 
Heart is a real winner: an excellent tune with 
rumba rhythm superimposed on it, thrown off by 
Chris and followed by my favourite Vivian Ellis 
number, Other People's Babies, with lyric by A.P. 
Herbert. Herbert was something of a polymath: 
besides publishing a number of books and writing 
the book and lyrics for a number of musical shows, 
he served as M.P. for Oxford University in the days 
when both that institution and its sister at 
Cambridge sent a representative to parliament  an 
excellent idea which I cannot but feel raised the 
level of debate.

This is a number in which the words and 
music are perfectly fitted, Ellis brilliantly catching 
the wistful tone of the lyric. I can't resist quoting 
part of the refrain:

Other people's babies,

That's my life.

Mother to dozens,

And nobody's wife.

The Continental, which came next, is 
an arrangement of the famous dance number from 
the Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire film The Gay 
Divorce, for which its composer, Con Conrad, 
received an Academy Award, and it's followed by 
another film number, Cheek to Cheek, this one by 
Irving Berlin, and with its opening melody 
famously cribbed from Chopin's A flat Polonaise. 
One of Billy's late transcriptions, it shows how he 
polished his art. To finish the set, another gem, Is It 
True What They Say About Dixie?, all of them 
played beautifully in style.

The recital concluded with one of Billy's 
finest sets, the Aquarium Suite. Willow Moss, the 
first number, is my favourite of the set, with one of 
BM's most beautiful melodies first played straight 
and then given us in a syncopated version. Moorish 
Idol is the one which I think gains most in its 
orchestrated guise, while  Fantail and Whirligig 
formed a fitting conclusion.

Christopher Duckett

Light Music in spite of its almost total 

neglect by the BBC in favour of pop, light music 
retains a considerable degree of popularity, as is 
evidenced on the occasions when it is made 
available - the Sondheim concert at the Proms 
sold out within an hour of tickets going on sale, for 
instance.  Composers of stature, from Beethoven 
and Mozart to Shostakovich and Elgar have not 
scorned to turn their hand to such productions, 
and it is only recently that, with a few 
praiseworthy exceptions such as the late Malcolm 
Arnold,  'good tunes' have been noticeable by their 
absence. I confess that I am not particularly fond 
of 'serious' music by British composers, but when 
it comes to the lighter variety it's a very different 
matter. 

The acknowledged masters of light 
opera or operetta are Sullivan, Offenbach and 
Johann Strauss II, but of Strauss's 15 or so only 
Die Fledermaus, with The Gypsy Baron a poor 
second, has remained in the repertoire, while of 
the nearly 100 Offenbach wrote, Orpheus in the 
Underworld and La Belle Hélène are repertory 
works, with La Vie Parisienne, La Perichole and 
La Grande Duchesse maintaining a more 
tenuous hold but unsurprisingly, with such a huge 
output, the rest are a good deal less interesting. 

In contrast, even after the demise of the 
D'Oyly Carte company, most of the 14 Gilbert and 
Sullivan operettas remain popular: a few years ago 
I saw a revival of Iolanthe and it had lost none of 
its appeal. Britain, in fact, seems to me to have a 
particularly strong presence in the light music 
arena: G & S remain at the top of their class, while 
in the Edwardian era British musical comedies 
were first in the field, and up till quite recently 
British light music remained a vital force. 

Urged on by his contemporaries, 
Sullivan liked to think of himself as a 'serious' 
composer. He was hurt when Dame Ethel Smyth, 
the foremost female composer of the period, told 
him that his masterpiece was The Mikado rather 
than one of his cantatas or his 'serious' opera, 
Ivanhoe. In the purely orchestral field, however, 
his masterpiece is the Overtura di Ballo, a totally 
delightful piece in three sections. It opens with a 
stately polonaise, followed by a waltz section, one 
of the tunes of which is wittily transformed into a 
gallop for the final part. I cannot think why this 
piece is not more often performed: it is infinitely 
better, for instance, than the boringly Teutonic 
Academic Festival Overture of Brahms
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It is difficult to find anything to carp 
about in Chris's playing: I especially admire the 
delicacy of touch that he can bring, a quality which 
paradoxically requires more strength and control 
rather than less. While I am grateful that we have 
this DVD as a permanent record, I think it is a 
crying shame that his playing is not available on 
CD. There is no finer Billy player around, and 
what he and Billy both need is an 'angel' who 
would sponsor one or more recordings of his 
playing so that it can be made generally available

However, this is the third all-Billy 
recital that he has given us, and I think it is time we 
gave him a break. Quite apart from anything else, I 
strongly doubt whether there is any other venue 
where he could put on the same programmes, and 
perhaps we should let him spread his wings a bit 
and widen his catchment area. He wouldn't need 
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composers writing in similar idioms, and so for his 
next recital I suggest we ask him to give us 
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Shout. But whatever he plays, I know I shall be 
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Members will be interested to know 
that a DVD of this concert is available from Mike 
Lorenzini 0208 873 1280 at £10 inc. postage, worth 
every penny.          Michael Harth  2010
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its appeal. Britain, in fact, seems to me to have a 
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 which is regularly trotted out.
I shall deal more fully with Sullivan in a 

later article, as I shall with Billy, whose output can 
be divided into syncopated pieces and more 
standard light music. It seems that he didn't come 
of English stock, but one would never have guessed 
that from his music, which seems quintessentially 
English in its emotional restraint.

Meanwhile, fortunately for us, there are 
quite a few recordings of this repertoire, many of 
them in a series specifically called British Light 
Music, and over the next few issues I propose to 
look at the output of some of the composers 
working in the field.

Let us first turn our attention to the post-
Sullivan era. A composer of this period whose 
music is almost forgotten today is Samuel 
Coleridge-Taylor, but there is a recording of his 
music in the afore-mentioned British Light Music 
series. This starts with the Overture to Hiawatha. 
A cantata 'Hiawatha's Wedding-Feast', after the 
poem by Longfellow, was his greatest success, being 
sung by choral societies through out the land: the 
overture, however, was composed at a later date 
and, perhaps surprisingly, doesn't contain any of 
the themes from the earlier work: it does show signs 
of influence from his musical hero, Dvorak.  It is 
followed by his most popular piece of light music, 
the Petite Suite de Concert, whose second 
movement, Demande et Réponse, was often 
played on its own.

The Four Characteristic Waltzes 
which come next are tuneful and elegant, and they 
are succeeded by the Gypsy Suite, whose first 
number, Lament and Tambourine, is perhaps my 
favourite piece of the whole disc, though the rest of 
the suite is hardly less attractive. Lilies follows, 
from Romance of the Prairie, and the disc 
concludes with four numbers from his suite of 
incidental music written for a production of 
Othello which, while hardly suggesting 
Shakespeare's great tragedy, is characteristically 
tuneful and engaging. If you like the light music 
style of the period, you won't fail to be charmed by 
this disc.

Coleridge-Taylor died in 1912, while our 
next composer, Albert Ketelbey was born in 1875. 
He had a thorough musical training: in fact he beat 
Gustav Holst, the composer of the Planets Suite 
among much other music, into second place in a 
competition for a scholarship to the Royal Academy 
of Music. He also wrote a piano sonata in the style 
of Haydn which he played to Edward Elgar, as well 
a s  o t h e r  w o r k s  o f  a  m o r e  s e r i o u s

bent. but, as it has to many others, light music 
proved to be his real nature, though he didn't come 
into any particular prominence till 1915, when In A 
Monastery Garden was issued. This was the 
beginning of his enormous success, owed mainly to 
his gift for melodies of a type that the public could 
instantly warm to. He was the first British composer 
to become a millionaire from his music, that at a 
time when a million was worth a lot more in real 
terms than it is today.

In a series of reissues of recordings of the 
period, entitled The Music of Albert W Ketelbey, 
Volume 3 contains my favourite among his works, 
the Cockney Suite. This consists of five 
movements, the gem for me being the final Bank 
Holiday, subtitled 'Appy 'Ampstead. The middle 
section of this shows off the composer's technical 
skill, featuring as it does a dance tune which is 
repeated twice with a variety of other sounds played 
over it, including busking cornets, singers giving us 
a few bars of Tell Me The Old Old Story and even 
a fragment of Rossini's Semiramide Overture as 
well as a barker touting for his fair. Unfortunately 
the original recording, dating from 1929, has the 
boxy sound of the period, and to ears spoilt by 
modern standards doesn't do the piece any kind of 
justice, but it is worth hearing because it was 
conducted by Ketelbey himself, with A.W. 
Ketelbey's Concert Orchestra, no less.

His most successful pieces were the 
descriptive numbers, which besides the trip to the 
monastery garden included In A Persian Market, 
In a Chinese Temple Garden, Jungle Drums and 
In the Camp of the Ancient Britons, these last 
two on this disc. These consisted of descriptive 
sections, headlined in the music, interspersed with 
a broad and instantly hummable melody: when 
they lacked this last they were much less popular. 
Perhaps more entertaining to us today is The 
Troubled Trombone, a skit on ragtime with vulgar 
interruptions from the title instrument and a 
Musical Jigsaw, in which he manages to cram 
sections of 44 melodies (more in the complete 
version) into one piece.

There are also some songs and violin 
solos, and the whole makes entertaining listening 
once you have accepted that he had talent without 
taste or discrimination, so that one feels slightly 
embarrassed to enjoy his music. But if one would 
prefer to hear it in a more modern recording, he is 
included in the BLM series.

We will conclude this first selection with 
an example from the next generation on. Robert 

Docker was born in 1918 and trained at the Royal 
Academy of Music, soon establishinghimself as a 
composer, arranger and performer. Much of his 
work was for the BBC in the days, alas long gone, 
when it was the principal purveyor of light music.

This disc starts with perhaps his best-
known piece, Legend, another of the mini-
concertos so popular at one time: on this recording 
the piano soloist is William Davis, remembered by 
many of us for the two recitals he gave at 
Shellwood. The Scène du Bal which follows is 
very much a typical example of the sort of light 
music that was used to accompany scenes in the 
television programmes of the period. Then we get 
a set of three charming pieces for oboe and strings, 
and these are followed by Tabarinage, a can-can 
which is great fun and which, to borrow a phrase 
from What The Butler Saw, teeters on the brink 
of vulgarity without ever quite falling in. 

The delightful Scènes du Ballet which 
succeed this have not, to my knowledge, been used 
to accompany an actual ballet, but are very much 
in the style of the more classical ballet, and I'm 
surprised that some enterprising choreograpoher 
hasn't picked up on them.

 Then the Air is in the English pastoral 
tradition, while The Spirit of Cambria, written 
for a St David's Day celebration, is an 
arrangement of four Welsh folk-tunes. Fairy 
Dance Reel takes the Irish reel as its subject-
matter, while Blue Ribbons is a set of variations 
on Oh dear, What Can the matter be? 

Finally William Davies returns to play 
the solo part in a set of Pastiche Variations for 
Piano and Orchestra, actually on the old French 
tune Frère Jacques. The pastiche in the title is 
because each variation is in the style of a different 
composer, and one can amuse oneself by guessing 
who the composers are. I think I know some of 
them, but others have me stumped: any 
suggestions will be welcomed. This is the most 
substantial work on the disc, lasting quarter-of-
an-hour, and will provide much listening 
pleasure, both in itself and as a game.

This recording is at the opposite end olf 
the light music spectrum from the Ketelbey 
mentioned above: it is altogether the product of a 
much more refined musical sensibility, but the 
music-lover will find much to enjoy.

                     Michael Harth  2010

Recollections Of The British Dance 
Band Era

I always knew that my Grandfather, Percy Harper, 

had been a musician, but never having met him, it 

did not really register with me.  Recently I felt the 

need to research his life and am sorry that I did not 

do it earlier when more of his family were alive to 

help with the details.  I am amazed to see letters 

and telegrams from such artists as Jack Hylton, 

Debroy Somers and Stanley Black in the 

scrapbooks handed down to me.  Over the page  is 

an extract from a letter from Stanley Black sent to 

my Grandmother on the occasion of Percy's 

untimely death in 1949.

After much research, I have been able to put 

together a chronology of Percy's life but would be 

so grateful to receive further insight into this 

period.  Please also make contact if you believe any 

of the details to be incorrect.

Having been born into a family of professional 
musicians and performers, it is not unexpected 
that Percy should follow the trail.  It appears that 
he joined Percy Bush's Band in 1920, primarily 
performing at the famous Oxford Galleries in

Percy Harper
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untimely death in 1949.

After much research, I have been able to put 

together a chronology of Percy's life but would be 

so grateful to receive further insight into this 

period.  Please also make contact if you believe any 

of the details to be incorrect.

Having been born into a family of professional 
musicians and performers, it is not unexpected 
that Percy should follow the trail.  It appears that 
he joined Percy Bush's Band in 1920, primarily 
performing at the famous Oxford Galleries in
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Newcastle.  He played trombone and viola but another string to his bow (pardon the pun) was arranging, 
which he was doing for films in Leeds in the mid 1920's.  He also led the Orchestra there.  At this time, in 
London, Debroy Somers was forming the 'Savoy Orpheans', and, at the Savoy Hotel apparently conducted the 
first three performances of Gershwin's Rhapsody in Blue with the man himself at the piano!
    Probably the most significant step my Grandfather made was to join Debroy Somers when the Band                 
Leader was putting together his own Orchestra (c. 1927). This Band became very successful and no doubt a                    
highlight of Percy's time in the Band must have been a visit to Capetown, sailing on RHS Armadale Castle.                    
Naturally Mr Somers travelled first class with his wife, whereas the Band members were relegated to 2nd class!                                                                                                                                                                  

th````I believe January 30 1938 to be Percy's last session with Debroy Somers before his move to the BBC                   
Dance Orchestra under Billy Ternent. The Orchestra was evacuated to Bangor,North Wales at the beginning                 
of the war and my mother remembers clearly her time there. Towards the end of the war Stanley Black took                     
over from Billy Ternent and the Band was broadcasting as many as six times a week! Percy became a close                     
friend of Stanley and worked as Deputy Conductor,Business Manager and Arranger.           
                   I have many lovely photographs of Debroy Somers' Band and also many interesting anecdotes, press

                      cuttings and letters from the period. What I really would love to access is a clip shown on a Max Bygraves'
                     show around thirty years ago. It was a film of Percy with Vernon Mayall and Jimmy Lawlor acting out their

                 popular sketch entitled 'The Inebriation Trio'. Actually my Grandfather never touched a drop; his first wife
    had sadly died of alcoholism!

       After much research, I have been able to put together a chronology of Percy's life but would be so grateful to 
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Sunday 2011 Shellwood 3-6pm

(payment in advance please)

 Concerts & Meetings for at 
Shellwood, Saint Leonards Rd. Thames Ditton, Surrey KT7 0RN

tel: 0208 2241521
 Concerts are £15 inc. refreshments 

Feb. 13th .............. AGM followed by a members' meeting
May 8th ...............  
June 5th ...............  Members Meeting
Aug. 7th ...............  Christopher Duckett 
Nov. 20th .............   Keith Nichols
Dec. 18th .............  Members' Xmas Concert (£5 per person inc. refreshments)

Members Meeting

Concert 
Concert
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