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Thank you so much for your continued support 

 
Welcome to the SFO’s 95th Newsletter.  
 
The headline expresses our gratitude towards you our friends and supporters.  
 
It also copies the heading of a letter Alister 
McLean of the SFO received following the 
orchestra’s recent Perth Concert Hall 
performance.   
 
As reported in Newsletter 94, it was Alister’s 
final Perth concert as Administrator (he only has 
to worry about playing his fiddle in future ☺).  
 
Children’s Hospices Across Scotland have been 
the nominated charity for the post-concert 
bucket collection over many years. Here’s what 
Ruathy Donald of CHAS wrote to Alister. 
  

https://www.chas.org.uk/


Dear Alister & all at the Scottish Fiddle Orchestra 
 
Your wonderful support means that families are able to spend precious time 
together, having fun and making memories they will treasure forever.  
 
Your kind donation of £877.98 from this year’s Scottish Fiddle concert in Perth 
will help families to keep the joy alive each and every day, thank you. It also 
brings your total of support to an amazing £20,545.35 over the years you have 
been the co-ordinator.  
 
Thank you so much for your continued support, we really do appreciate it and 
we would be absolutely delighted if it were to continue as Aileen takes over the 
reins! I've enclosed a certificate highlighting both totals in case you would to 
share it on your social media channels. 
 
Thanks to your loving care, children and families were able to get creative 
recently designing new letters for the CHAS Alphabet. Families all had a 
wonderful time, choosing their favourite things to design their letter.  
 
Our alphabet is very special and each letter represents the story of a child or 
family member. We can't wait to share the brilliant new additions to our CHAS 
Alphabet with you throughout the year! 

 
This month we are sharing Tom's gorgeous, colourful ‘t’. Tom's 
inspiration is the joy that CHAS brings to him and his family 
and he said, "I used bright colours as this reminds our family 
of Rachel House, and how bright and cheerful it is." 
 
Once again, thank you so much for the support you have 
shown the families that CHAS cares for. We are incredibly 
grateful.  

 
As you take a step back from co-ordinating the concert I hope you have plans to 
enjoy other passions and hopefully still attending SFO concerts purely for the 
enjoyment of the music! 
 
With very best wishes, 
  



‘Set sail’ from Aberdeen for the Northern Isles with the SFO 
 
As reported in the Press & Journal 
of 04 March 2023, the SFO will 
return to Aberdeen’s Beach 
Ballroom for a concert on the 
afternoon of Sunday, 02 April 2023. 
 
The Scottish Fiddle Orchestra is set 
to bring its lively programme of 
traditional Scottish music to the 
Aberdeen Beach Ballroom. 
The 80-strong orchestra, led by 
conductor Blair Parham, will share 
the stage with talented local 
favourites the Granite City Pipes 
and Drums for an afternoon of 
world-class entertainment perfect 
for the whole family on Sunday, 
April 2. 
Music lovers of all ages can expect 
to enjoy toe-tapping reels and jigs, 
lively strathspeys and marches, and 
poignant slow airs performed by the 
skilled members of one of 
Scotland’s foremost traditional 
music organisations. 
 
This year’s show will see Robert 
Lovie, a favourite in the north-east, 
take up the mantle as master of 
ceremonies once again. 
 
Bob Diament, chairman of the 
Scottish Fiddle Orchestra, said: “We 
can’t wait to be back in Aberdeen 
where the Scottish Fiddle Orchestra 
performed its first ever concert back 
in 1980. 

 
"The Beach Ballroom is an iconic 
venue, and the audience in 
Aberdeen are always fantastic and 
welcoming. 
 
"We’re delighted to be joined by 
the incredible Granite City Pipes and 
Drums. Together, we will be going 
on a musical journey from the 
seafront in Aberdeen to the 
Northern Isles and back without 
getting our feet wet. 
 
“Our captain and conductor, Blair 
Parham, can guarantee a smooth 
passage and our navigator and 
compere, Robert Lovie, will guide us 
safely through the voyage. 
 
"The crew are raring to go so we 
hope to see people of all ages join 
us for what is sure to be a fantastic 
afternoon of live music.”  
 
The ‘musical journey’ in this season 
of SFO concerts takes in such 
Orcadian and Shetland locations as 
Lerwick, Hoy, Burravoe and 
Stronsay. These are islands with a 
vibrant fiddle music tradition which 
continues to go from strength-to-
strength.  
 
Tickets can be purchased via this 
Aberdeen Performing Arts link. 

 

https://www.aberdeenperformingarts.com/whats-on/the-scottish-fiddle-orchestra/


 
 

 
 
 
Learning the fiddle is not about tunes… 
 
Learning the fiddle is not about tunes.  
 
Is that a crazy statement? 
 
It comes from Megan Beller, presenter of the Fiddle Studio podcast, in an 
episode (24 January 2023) entitled Why do fiddle tunes look different on the 
page? 
 
She acknowledges that fiddlers spend a lot of time learning tunes. And that’s 
fine because you need something to learn with; you need something to which 
you can apply the fiddle style you are learning.  
 
The tunes don’t necessarily make it “fiddling”. It’s the style - the way you play 
it – that matters.  
 
She tells of a workshop she teaches where she starts the class with a tune on 
sheet music. She plays it straight – probably sounding quite ‘dull’ – then 
gradually on repetitions layers in ‘left hand’ techniques - various forms of 
ornamentation (e.g. double stops, rolls, harmonics) - and ‘right hand’ 
techniques (e.g. shortened bows, birls, ringing strings, drones, ‘one-down-
three-ups’).  
 



Which ones you pick and how it sounds will vary depending on whether the 
style, for example, is West Highland, East Clare, Cape Breton or Appalachian. 
 
As this workshop demonstrates, it turns out that what (notes) you’re seeing on 
the page is not much like what you’re hearing. 
 
If you learn a tune by ear, you get both at once: notes and style.  
 
If you just use the sheet music (which might be all you have), it’s like having 
the skeleton to which you still have to add flesh in order to get the “full end 
result”.  
 
In learning a tune by ear, you’re automatically soaking up the style at least to 
some extent. But if you learn it from the notes on a page, you don’t have that 
benefit. 
 
She argues that classical music is often devised in the composer’s head before 
it is written down or played out loud. On the other hand, fiddle tunes have 
often (traditionally, at least) been composed by ear and only written down 
years later - and maybe not by a person with full training in music notation.  
 
As she says, if only we could encapsulate “everything” within the written notes 
on a page… But would that be as much fun to learn and play? 
 
You can show a lot of detail in notation if you want to do so.  
 
The following is an excerpt from a tunebook (The Solo Albums) of Irish fiddler, 
Kevin Burke. The tune is The Mason’s Apron – a popular melody in both the 
Scots and Irish Fiddle traditions. The idea is that this is notated so clearly and 
exactly that you can (almost) ‘hear’ what he plays – through the bowing, the 
rolls (i.e. the squiggles looking like an ‘s’ on its side) and so on. And, by that 
means, you will soon be able to faithfully reproduce Kevin’s Sligo fiddle style as 
heard on his album If the Cap Fits… 
 
Unfortunately, that would be a hugely optimistic hope! 

 
 



Then there’s the social media account called Threatening Music Notation. 
Sometimes the examples given are intimidating – perhaps due to the ‘mice 
typography’ or cramped spacing of the notes. 
 

 
 
Other times, you can see how the composer or arranger tries to get the desired 
‘style’ across: 

 
In case you get the impression that printed music is preferable to handwritten 
music, many SFO members have fond memories of “the way things used to be” 
before the orchestra transitioned gradually to computerised scores, over the 
last 20 years or so.  
 
Arrangements written out by original leader, Willie Dunlop, and by John 
Mason, have a character and warmth to them which cannot be replicated in a 
printed version (or so it is claimed).  
 
Here is the start of Nellie Inkster’s Peedie Polka – from our 2023 programme – 
as it looked originally (the jaunty angle here is “extra”). 
 

 
 
The SFO’s 2023 programme also includes John Mason’s composition The De’il’s 
Fiddle, which is based on the traditional reel, The De’il Amang the Tailors, and, 
though played from sheet music, is an amalgam of a variety of different fiddle 
styles from Scotland to North America. Like The Mason’s Apron, De’il Amang 
the Tailors is a component of one of the SFO’s most popular sets of all: The 
Eightsome Reel – a sequence of tunes known in most of the major fiddle 
traditions of the world, which have been played for hundreds of years. 
 



The tension between learning by ear and playing from the notes is well 
illustrated by the story told by Megan Beller near the end of the podcast 
episode, which comes from the Traditional Tune Archive. It is said that Irish 
accordion player, Joe Madden, learned the reel, Dinny O’Brien,  (by ear only, 
presumably (!)) while travelling in a car on his way to Dungarvan (Co. 
Waterford), where he promptly won the All-Ireland 2-row accordion 
championship playing it. 
 

Scott Skinner’s Greatest Hits (and Misses?) 
 
Sheet music recently acquired by one of our team of editors (from kind 
neighbours clearing out cupboards and lofts) gives an insight into the print 
music life of James Scott Skinner (1843 – 1927). 
 
Scott Skinner is considered one of the greatest 
composers and exponents of Scottish Fiddle 
Music. He is the ‘father’ of the North-East Style.   
 
This year’s SFO programme must be unique in 
not including at least one Scott Skinner 
composition. 
 
The ‘greatest hits’ of The Strathspey King might 
be those set out in a short publication from his 
later years, entitled ‘’Favourite Reels & 
Strathspeys for Violin’. 
 
By then, his publisher was Bayley & Ferguson, of 
London and Glasgow. The featured Strathspeys are Talisker, The Glenlivet and 
Forbes Morrison; the reels are The Devil & The Dirk, Sandy Grant and The 
Bride’s Reel.  
 
If you’re browsing to buy any novel these days, you expect to see at least one 
glowing review on the back cover or that it is a bestseller in some well-known 
list. 
 
Scott Skinner’s Logie Collection of 1888 has a curious section towards the back, 
headed “Abridged Criticisms &c.”. The modern-day tagline, blurb and 
testimonial is its closest relative but with some notable exceptions – more of 
which below. 

https://tunearch.org/wiki/Annotation:Dinny_O%27Brien%27s_Reel_(1)


 
Published by Charles Middleton of Keith (Banffshire / Moray), this is a 
collector’s item of a book.  
 

 
 
This contains some classic compositions including the March, (Scott Skinner’s 
Compliments to) Dr. Macdonald, and Talisker, mentioned above, which has the 
following “Old Song” lyrics below its title, referring to the benefits and risks of 
that still-famous product. 
 

 
 



The Abridged Criticisms section contains letters of thanks and commendation 
from patrons and (on behalf of) Royalty, and newspaper articles which include 

concert reviews and discussion of 
previous music collections published by 
Skinner (e.g. the Miller o’ Hirn  collection 
of 1881).  
 
These reviews establish what a genius 
Skinner was as a player and, mostly, as a 
composer. Though, not always. The 
following review from the Aberdeen 
Advertiser of 21 November 1882 
illustrates opinion at both ends of the 
spectrum regarding tunes penned by him 
(though based on reading the notes on 
the page, not hearing them played!). 
 
It may help to know that, according to 
Wikipedia, the Battle of Tel El Kebir (often 
spelled Tel-El-Kebir) was fought on 13 
September 1882 at Tell El Kebir in Egypt, 
110 km north-north-east of Cairo. An 
entrenched Egyptian force under the 
command of Ahmed ʻUrabi was defeated 
by a British army led by Garnet Wolseley, 
in a sudden assault preceded by a march 

under cover of darkness. The battle was the decisive engagement of the Anglo-
Egyptian War. 
 
Mr. James Scott Skinner plys a busy 

pen and an effective fiddle bow. 

Perhaps, indeed, he is a trifle too 

industrious, for "jigs, strathspeys, 

and reels'' flow into being from his 

brain with a rapidity to be scarcely 

marked by any musical bartime 

known to the profession.  However, 

never cast your line and you cast no 

fish, and while it would be wrong to 

say that Mr. Skinner's productions 

are all of a kind likely to live, there 

comes gratifying testimony every 

now and then that he has struck the 

proper keynote, and so the result is 

something not only worth knowing, 

but remembering. We get proof of 

this at present, the popular Elgin 

Teacher of Dancing having just sent 

us the three latest efforts of his 

creative talent and musical skill-

namely,  

(1) "The Assault at Tel-el-Kebir ;" 

(2) Highland Schottische, "Glenlivet 



Whisky;" and (3) Overture to "Rob 

Roy"­ all arranged for pianoforte 

and violin. These compositions, tried 

by the piano, are of various degrees 

of merit, but then James Scott 

Skinner plays dance music so 

sweetly, neatly, and inspiringly, that 

possibly the power of his firm bow 

hand and clever fingering might 

entirely change our opinion 

regarding his work. At any rate, 

present impressions lead us to say 

that his Galop "The Assault," is a 

feeble, futile affair - unmeaning and 

unmusical. The Schottische, 

"Glenlivet Whisky," however, 

comes from a different bin. There is 

genuine Highland stuff here - a 

clear, distinct, catching melody, with 

appropriate easy filling in for the left 

hand. When we say that this little 

composition is worthy of "The 

Miller o' Hirn," it will be understood 

that Mr. Skinner is at his very best. 

Lovers ­ lady lovers more 

particularly - of our native music, 

who desire something fresh and 

dainty in the dance way, should 

order "Glenlivet Whisky." 'Tis a 

cheap sixpenny worth, and alas! how 

seldom now-a-days do you hear a 

really good pianoforte player of 

reels and strathspeys!  The touch, 

mayhap we should say the "knack," 

seems to  be dying out with the 

wearin' awa'  of the cultured old 

Scottish dames of the Dean Ramsay 

stamp.  The other piece before us by 

Mr. Skinner, the overture to "Rob 

Roy," is perhaps the most ambitious. 

production he has yet put forth. It is 

fairly well done as a whole, and in 

the hands of a capable orchestra 

should prove effective. The various 

movements are judiciously 

managed, being composed of some 

of the finest of our old Scottish airs, 

with several of the choice new 

things in the author's "Miller o' 

Hirn" collection. The overture is 

dedicated to Her Majesty the Queen, 

before whom Mr. Skinner has had 

the honour on more than one 

occasion of performing.- The 

Northern Advertiser, Aberdeen, 21st 

November, 1882.



 

So Skinner’s compositions were not immune to ‘faint praise’ (“fairly well done 
as a whole”) or derision (“a feeble, futile affair – unmeaning and unmusical”).  
 
At least Lieutenant General Wolseley – quoted in the same part of the book – 
seems to have been happy with the recognition afforded by the tune. (Editor’s 
Note: Does anyone have a copy of the tune or has it ‘disappeared’?) 
 

 
We cannot leave Scott Skinner without looking at a concert review by “A 
Fiddler”, who wrote to the Editor of the Aberdeen Evening Express and whose 
letter was published in the edition of 18 January 1886. Scott Skinner: “a master 
of the violin of no mean stamp”. 
 

"A NICHT WI' THE SCOTCH PAGANINIS." 
 

[To the Editor of the Evening- 

Express./ 

Sir,-Being a stranger in Aberdeen, 

and of a musical turn, I was attracted 

to St Katharine’s Hall on Saturday 

night to hear the Scotch Paganinis 

perform what I considered a too 

pretentious programme of classical 

music. I had heard of Scott Skinner 

when in the south as a superior 

violinist, but imagined he stood 

prominent merely as one of the Neil 

Gow school; and, although prepared 

to have a good Strathspey and reel, I 

thought the high-flown pieces would 

be somewhat tame. However, after a 

few strokes of the·bow, Mr. Skinner 

caused my foregone conclusion to 

turn to the right about.  I found 

myself a listener to a master of the 

violin of no mean stamp, and 

wondered I had not during a four 

months' stay in town had several 

opportunities of hearing him. From 

my own experience of violin-

playing, I will say, without fear of 

contradiction, that as a classical 

player his execution in bowing and 

fingering is excellent, and that he 

produced a superior tone. His 

dexterous staccato upbow gives a 

telling effect in rapid scale and other 

runs. The ease and grace with which 

he glides from the nut to the top of 

the finger-board, and vice versa, on 

all strings, seems, to the mind of the 

ordinary listener unsurpassable. His 

double-stopping in some very 

intricate passages was truthfully 

executed. He did not even descend 

in my estimation in his trick 

performance a la Paganini. He has 



evidently made the left hand 

pizzicato and harmonic playing a 

study which enables him to give an 

effective rendering of the bird-like 

sounds, blended with the wilder 

noises which so astonished 

Paganini's listeners. An operatic duet 

by Messrs Skinner and Hardy was 

gone through in a praiseworth style 

Mr Skinner's violin, from the quality 

of tone, seemed to be  a superior 

new one. For an encore piece he 

performed a rondo in the minor 

mode (his own composition), on the 

old violin used by Mr. Hardy. In 

conclusion, I would simply say that 

so long as Mr. Scott Skinner is with 

you there is no good reason why you 

should bring dons from London and 

elsewhere, for he is quite able to 

satisfy a taste for the classical, and 

give a good Strathspey and reel to 

boot, which latter will puzzle the 

best who are not Scotchmen.-Yours, 

&c., 

A FIDDLER. 

From the Aberdeen Evening 

Express, of January 18, 1886. 

 
 
 
 

SFO Merchandise 
 

 
 
Our SFO “accessories” - SFO caps, buffs, bags, mugs, CDs and more – are calling 
to you. These are all available for postal purchase using the details in the 
“Contacts” table below and also via the SFO website. 

  

http://www.sfo.org.uk/


Forthcoming concerts 
 
Date 
 

Concert Venue Status 

02 April 2023 
(Sunday) 

Aberdeen Beach 
Ballroom 

Tickets on sale 

13 May 2023 Dalziel St. Andrew’s 
Parish Church, 
Motherwell 

Tickets on sale 

10 June 2023 Edinburgh Usher Hall Tickets on sale 

23 September 2023 Glasgow Royal 
Concert Hall 

Tickets not yet on 
sale 

07 October 2023 Belfast Ulster Hall Tickets not yet on 
sale 

30 December 2023 Edinburgh Usher Hall Tickets not yet on 
sale 

24 February 2024 Perth Concert Hall Tickets not yet on 
sale 

 
Contacts 
 
Secretary SFO Secretary, 44 Roman Road, Almondbank, 

Perth PH1 3LQ 

Treasurer 
 

SFO Treasurer, 0/1  162 Hill Street, Glasgow G3 
6US 

Patrons/Friends SFO Patrons/Friends, 24 Golf Crescent, Troon, 
Ayrshire KA10 6JZ 
 

Postal Sales SFO Merchandise, 3 Crummieholm Gardens, 
Troon, Ayrshire, KA10 7HZ 

 

  

https://www.aberdeenperformingarts.com/whats-on/the-scottish-fiddle-orchestra/
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/dalziel-st-andrews-mens-club-charity-concert-tickets-555106357057
https://www.usherhall.co.uk/whats-on?date=2023-06-10--2023-06-10


Final thoughts on Notes and Style… 
 
Aggression assured - via Hilary of the SFO: 

 

  



“Everyone plays and kids scream”? – 

 
 
 

“Warblings”? – 
 

 


