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Hello, this is Lowri Potts interviewing Anne Spalding in her home 
in Broughty Ferry on Sunday 2nd December.  Thank you Anne for 
doing this it is much appreciated. 

It’s ok. 

It sounds to me like you have had quite a few achievements in 
your piping career so far.  But I think first I wou ld like to talk to 
you about how you started off and what got you going on the 
chanter in the first place. 

[laughter] 

Right, well my mum played and my grandfather played.  My mum 
was taught by my grandfather when she was fourteen and I suppose 
when I was young I was down at my grandfather’s house quite a lot, 
he lived close by.  My mum really looked after him and I do have the 
recollection of picking up the chanter and always blowing in it, he 
said to me if you are going to pick that up and blow it then you might 
as well do it properly. I do remember then learning the scale and I was 
six at the time.  It was a funny arrangement I suppose, my mum did 
look after my grandfather although he was in his own house but I 
went there for my tea every night.  So I got my chanter lesson every 
night, I had to play.  Somewhere I do have a photograph of where I 
used to sit and play to him.  I was also very lucky in that because my 
mum was involved with piping I was taken round to hear pipers as 
well so I was always very aware of what was going on in piping, and 
listening to the piping on the radio every week as well, that was a 
ritual I suppose. 

Did you like it? 

Well, I did like it, I liked the whole thing about it, the music and I was 
able to do it, when you are that age and you may quite good at 
something then you will carry on doing it. 
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What sort of encouragement did you get because you were a girl, 
you weren’t a boy. 

My mum played as well and she had a ladies’ band so I didn’t think it 
was terribly odd.  Although if I did go and pipe anywhere when I was 
young I would get my photograph in the paper for doing that, so that 
felt quite good when you are only seven or eight, a bit different.  I felt 
then it was something I knew I could do that nobody else could, 
which at that age is quite nice. 

What about the tunes you were playing, were those tunes that you 
learnt from music or were they passed down? 

You learn basic tunes anyway, all pipers learn basic tunes I tell the 
kids now when you learn to play Scotland the Brave or The Green 
Hills, it doesn’t matter where you go in the world if you meet a piper 
they can play them too.   

So that is a basic repertoire that all pipers have in their head. 

There is a basic repertoire that all pipers have which is what you are 
teaching them all to begin with I think. 

What about the chanter, tell me about the chanter why is that the 
way you start?  What is it about it? 

The practice chanter, that is literally what it is a practice chanter, you 
have to learn all the fingering first makes the pipes a little bit unique.  
The pipes go all the time, you make them go and once they are going 
you then have to do all this fingering, we can’t play loud or quietly we 
can only play it.  That is the whole thing to keep the pipes really 
steady, so to put any accent or any dynamics into it you have got to 
put all these grace notes and things. 

Tell me what a grace note is. 

[laughter] Do you not know anything about the pipes at all? 
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I know what a grace note is but I am wondering what a grace note 
feels like when you are playing it, how difficult is it? 

A single grace note is just a case of lifting one finger up so that it will 
accent a note. [laughter] I am showing you here while I am doing it, 
and then embellishments are combinations of grace notes that you 
have to play very cleanly and very precisely. 

Do you learn those in a certain order? What order do you learn 
them in? 

You sort of learn them in some sort of order.  When I am teaching 
now you’ll learn some pieces of finger work and then you will put it 
into a tune rather than having to learn all these grace notes and not 
know why you are doing it.  So you are learning the grace notes, 
putting them into a tune and you build up a repertoire of tunes which 
are all in your head.  My grandfather used to say that is why pipers 
had such big heids, because all the tunes were there, everything has to 
be memorised. 

So, how long do you spend on a chanter then, what happens after 
that? 

On average it’s about two years when you are learning.  Some will go 
quicker than that and some maybe three years, sometimes kids don’t 
get to the pipes at all, not very many usually once they have done two 
years of the chanter they think they might as well keep going and 
once they get onto pipes they have to keep going it’s too late then. 

What was your journey after that with the pipes? 

I don’t really remember particularly having to learn all these bits and 
pieces and finger work.  I do have a memory of coming home from 
my grandfather’s one night and saying I could play Scotland the 
Brave or I had just started learning Scotland the Brave, that seemed 
like a huge thing at the time and I suppose when I had ten tunes off by 
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heart, I still do that when you have about ten tunes off by heart then 
you can move on to pipes.  I was very wee, I got a set of miniature 
pipes which I have still got somewhere and I had my first band parade 
with the MacLean Ladies’ Pipe Band a week before my eighth 
birthday.  I got my picture in the paper for that of course, it was very 
exciting when I was that age. 

What were your aspirations then, what would be the next thing to 
keep you going, would it be to join a pipe band? 

I played with the pipe band then to get out to play we used to do mass 
bands at that time.  I suppose it must have been the council. 

Was this in Dundee? 

It was in Dundee and Angus, they used to sponsor mass pipe band 
concerts.  So it was all the bands in Dundee and there were quite a lot 
of them at that time, I do remember saying to my mum if I could get a 
kilt then I could go out and play and I’d started dancing at that time as 
well so I did have a kilt, mum was able to borrow the rest of the stuff. 
And I had my first mass bands parade in Reid Park in Forfar, I must 
have been eight or nine so that must have been 1960/1961. 

What was that experience like? 

It was great, I thought it was marvellous it seemed huge to me, we 
played through the streets of Forfar and we did this in Perth and in 
Brechin, I remember but because I was so wee I got to go, the bands 
were all single file, a wide band and I got to go just behind my mum, 
she was the pipe major so I got to go just behind her so that I could 
see what was going on, but I could hardly keep up.  I do remember 
having to stop at one point to take a few steps and having to run up.  
They were big occasions, people used to turn out for these things so 
there were lots and lots of people, there was an announcer who used 
to say what tunes we were playing and I used to get called out the 
front to take a bow, I didn’t really like that bit very much. 
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But you mentioned the gear as well and having to get dressed up, 
was it that  important that you all had the uniforms? 

Yes I did eventually get a MacLean Ladies’ uniform, I do remember 
my mum coming home with that and saying there you are there’s your 
MacLean kilt I don’t know where they got one so small at the time 
but they did.  The first parade I did it was a borrowed dancing outfit 
that I got from somebody in the dancing class, I was very pleased 
with that.  I didn’t think then what was going to go on, I just knew I 
was going to go on playing pipes, I couldn’t imagine myself not ever 
doing it, when I think about it now I can’t imagine not doing it. 

Did you carry on through school, was it part of your school 
experience or was it outside school? 

It was all out of school, pipes weren’t a musical instrument then, you 
couldn’t do pipes as part of music.  I never did music at school as 
such, I didn’t do a qualification in music or anything because you 
couldn’t use pipes as your instrument and that was really the only 
instrument I could play, I could play other things by ear. 

Why do you think that was? 

I don’t really know. 

Were you never invited to play at school? 

I did, I always played at the school Burns’ Suppers and things like 
that.  Strange as it may seem, I was the only person,  I was at 
Arbroath High School at the time, I would have been the only person 
there that played the pipes.  No, there was another girl in the band that 
my mum taught, she played as well but it was always me that did all 
the school things, but it was just Burns’ Suppers and things like that. 

So how did things open out after that, what were the choices you 
had to make as you got better and better, what directions could 
you go in? 
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Well it was all competitions, I suppose my first piping competition 
was the local pipe band branch competition and it was held in 
Dundee.  There were categories for everybody I suppose, I can’t 
really remember.  I do remember that John MacLellan was judging 
and I got a prize, I can’t remember what it was.  My first games were 
at Auchterarder games and that was in junior piping I think I got a 
second, I can’t remember who got a first but I got a second.   There 
were no novice competitions at that time, there are novice 
competitions and chanter competitions now. There was nothing like 
that then it was all, you had to play marches, strathspeys and reels 
before you could compete. 

Do you think you were competitive as a person then anyway, 
would people who weren’t competitive find it appealing do you 
think? 

I think that was the only way you could do it, that was what you did, 
at that time if you wanted to go anywhere piping and not just playing 
at concerts and things like that then if you wanted to get better then 
you had to compete.  That way you got to meet other competitors and 
heard what other people could do as well. 

Was it a very social thing to be doing, did you get all your social 
life from piping? 

Then, probably.  I can’t think of it like that really, when I left school 
and went to college. 

What did you do at college? 

Teacher training, I went to be a primary teacher, that was what I 
wanted to do to be a primary teacher.  I went to Aberdeen to do that, 
funnily enough one of the main reasons I went to Aberdeen at the 
time is that there were other pipers up there and I thought I would join 
the OTC the Officers Training Corps because they had a pipe band 
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and that sounded like a good scene.  I didn’t because they wouldn’t let 
me in because I was female. 

What year would that be? 

1971. 

That was the OTC not letting you in, not the pipe band? 

Yes, not the pipe band necessarily. But that was me up there being a 
student, so piping probably took a bit of a side-line then, I didn’t stop 
playing.  If I went to a party then my pipes went too, I used to play to 
dancing at that time that was my beer money. 

Ceilidh dancing for the students? 

 No Highland dancing, playing to dancing competitions.  That was a 
job, you did that all day, you played all day to Highland dancers and 
when I left I said I would never do it again, and I haven’t.  Well on 
occasions I have, I just did it for the money but it kept the pipes 
going.  Another reason that I wanted to go to Aberdeen, and I was 
only there for three years, at that time I was getting my piping tuition, 
my piobaireachd tuition from Bob Brown at Balmoral and that was 
obviously going to be closer to go for instruction there.  I had been 
going to Bob Brown since I was fourteen or fifteen. 

Tell me about him, what was he like? 

He was the Queen’s piper and he lived at the Balmoral estate.  The 
Bobs of Balmoral there was Bob Brown and Bob Nicol, they were 
great pipers in their day, they competed then I heard them both 
competing as well.  That was just the place to go, that was who you 
went to.  My mum arranged it all it was all done by letter we wrote a 
letter asking if it was alright to come up.  It was my mum’s friend that 
had a car then we were driven up to, I wish I knew all the details. 

Did you audition for that? 
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No, he had heard me playing at a competition he had been judging at 
and the request had gone in would he be prepared to teach me 
piobaireachd.  My mum felt that she had taken me as far as she could 
go.  We took the car up to the foot bridge, we had to park the car walk 
over the bridge and he picked us up at the other side and took us into 
his house on the Balmoral estate.  I was quite fascinated as I would be 
standing playing piobaireachd and I looked out the window and there 
would be deer outside the window.  But that would be a whole day 
Sunday. 

Tell me about the importance of the piobaireachd. 

The piobaireachd is the big music of the pipes that most solo pipers 
will aspire too. The people that don’t play piobaireachd tend to not 
like piobaireachd because they don’t understand it, I think you have 
got to play it to understand it.  It is the classical music of the pipes 
that was the original music of the pipes. 

You couldn’t get more authentic than learning it the way you 
learnt it in Balmoral could you? 

Not really, I was very fortunate I suppose, at that time I didn’t realise 
how fortunate I was.  The other unfortunate thing was that when I did 
get up to Aberdeen in 1971 that was the year Bob Brown died, he had 
been out in Australia teaching.  That was really quite hard and I kind 
of didn’t do very much, I didn’t get any real instruction until I then 
came back home after I had qualified and started teaching. I went then 
for my instruction to St Andrews to Bert Barron and I carried on 
learning piobaireachd with him and it was then I seriously started 
competing. 

What about the approaches your different teachers have had and 
how they have affected you, did they have different styles and 
reputations? 
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No because Bert Barron was taught by Bob Brown as well so it was 
the same style. It was done in the same style. 

Could you describe that style, would I know what I was hearing if 
I heard it or was it too subtle? 

It is probably too subtle, I think it is less now, at that time it was an 
east coast and west coast thing John MacDonald of Inverness taught 
Bob Brown, I always felt there was an east coast/north east style and a 
west coast style I didn’t really look into it enough to be honest. 

Could you hear it now, that difference in sound? 

It’s just the interpretation of the tunes that can be different.  I think 
piobaireachd as it is played just now is much more standardised, I 
think,  than it was then.  You would get people playing different 
styles, I think it is just all the same now. 

Is it written down, is it captured in that way? 

Sort of yes, piobaireachd is written down now.  But when I first went 
to Bob Brown to be taught, I was learning a new tune The Earl of 
Seaforth, we had the book but we had no chanter involved at that 
point you had to sing it.  I was fourteen or fifteen at the time and I 
didn’t want to sing really but he said sing damn you sing, so I had to 
sing with him.  You had to sing through the tunes, there is a way of 
singing piobaireachd and that is the way it has been handed down and 
it’s the canntaireachd, there is a set Nether Lorn canntaireachd which 
is the beginning of all the books, and I have been through it and I can 
sort of do it but I do sing my own canntaireachd because Bob Brown 
did it quite differently from the books as well.  It is the sound of the 
movements and that is what you sing. 

The sound of the movement of your fingers? 

Yes. 
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Can you do a little bit? I have heard it before but... 

[laughter] I get very shy about this. 

Do you have your own style of teaching it now, the 
canntaireachd? 

Yes, it just sort of comes out though. 

Do you find that your students are happy to do it for you? 

They must be happy enough, they don’t want to sing either but they 
will, some of them were doing it in the car on the way back from 
Edinburgh the other night [singing] like that. 

Is that a bit like sol-fa?         

A bit, sort of. 

It sounds like it is the piping equivalent. 

Yes there are sounds for example an E and a different sound for an E 
with a grace note so an E would be a heee but with a grace note it 
would be cheee. But that’s not necessarily written down in the Nether 
Lorn Canntaireachd which is what people will now learn.  The 
students at the lets not call it the Royal Scottish Academy, 
Conservatoire, seems a bit funny, the Conservatoire teaches pipes, 
The Royal Scottish Academy..., but that is whole different subject.  
They will learn the standardised version but mine isn’t very 
standardised it is just what I have heard, the same as Bert Barron sang 
things slightly differently as well not necessarily completely different. 

Tell me about practising, because it is quite noisy, did you find 
places to practise? 

I have always been lucky enough to live in solid stone built houses, in 
Carnoustie where I was born and brought up we lived in a mid-terrace 
cottage which we have still got with thick stone walls so no-one really 
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heard what was going on, it was just a wee cottage right enough, we 
just played we didn’t think anything of it. 

It wasn’t like practise it was like playing. 

Yes [laughter] I do tell the kids that, it isn’t practising it’s playing, 
you get to play your pipes.  I have been very lucky, here as well.  That 
room through there is where all my piping and all my teaching is done 
through there and I know that next door can hear that I am playing the 
pipes but they can’t necessarily hear what I am playing.  We’ve just 
got new neighbours actually so we are still coping with that, although 
my old next door neighbour said sometimes she is playing at eleven 
o’clock at night!  But when the kids were wee that was the only time I 
could play. 

What was it like when you got your first set of pipes, were they 
very special? 

My first set of pipes were apart from the miniature set that I had, I had 
a three quarter set, not for very long as we couldn’t get them to go 
very well, I can understand that now I just accepted all these things. 

Why wouldn’t they go very well? 

We just couldn’t get reeds for them, they weren’t the right size, it was 
just a bit difficult.  Pipes are difficult, they are very temperamental.  
You are always footering with pipes, always trying to make them 
sound better.  It’s a bit easier now especially for the kids you can put 
in plastic drone reeds and you know they are just going to go, you 
don’t have to fiddle about with cane or things like that although you 
still have to footer with the chanter reed of course. 

They don’t make their own reeds? 

No. I got a set of Center pipes that my mother was playing at the time 
but my grandfather decided that these were going to be mine because 



 

Copyright The National Piping Centre 2012 
 

they were lighter than the other set of Robertson’s that she had, that is 
what she played then. 

These are the names of the makers are they, Center and 
Robertson? 

The Center pipes, I have still got them, are a lovely set of pipes and 
we always used to call them the thistle pipes as they were thistle 
engraved and my grandfather got silver slides  put on them.  I 
discovered quite a long time afterwards that my mother had them at 
first and my grandfather gave her I think five pounds and to go to this 
man who was called Packy Fraser, that’s all I know about him I don’t 
know why he was called Packy Fraser, she had to go, she was sent, 
she would have been fourteen or fifteen, I’m sure it was five pounds 
and she was sent across. 

For reeds? 

No it was for the pipes. 

For the pipes, wow. 

The set of Robertson’s that my mum played, that actually my 
daughter has got now.  They were my grandfather’s all I know is that 
he came back with them from the First World War, they are a lovely 
set of pipes.  What I play now is a set of Thow’s, made by Thow of 
Dundee, there are not many Thow pipes around, and I won them in 
1971. 

What did you win them for? 

It was the Scottish Ladies’ Championship that was run in St Andrew’s 
by Bert Barron, that was before I was going to him for lessons.  He 
used to put on a big junior competition, the juniors from all over 
Scotland used to come.  The very first one that was organised there 
were no girls, when I look back now it did used to say quite 
specifically on an entry form that the competition was for boys.  The 
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second year they did have girls but they introduced the girls in their 
own competition, there were a lot of girl pipers in Aberdeen at that 
time and they all used to come down and girls from Glasgow. 

So they would compete in their own section? 

Yes. 

Is that still the same now or has that changed? 

That changed in 1976 with the Equality Act, you couldn’t 
discriminate then.    The likes of  the big competitions, Oban, 
Inverness, some of the Highland games, Braemar and Aboyne then 
had to allow women to compete. 

How did that affect you and the other girls that you knew? 

It was all over the papers as well but as far as we were concerned it 
was fine and we were able to do it, we were allowed to compete in 
everything else, all the other competitions that were run through the 
winter we could compete against the men, and we did all managed to 
do quite well against them. 

So you thought the doors were opening at last and you were on an 
equal footing. 

Yes, we just went on and did it.  I still used to say I am not a woman 
piper I am a piper and that is how I always feel, you see. 

How does the Ladies Championship fit in with that spectrum of 
competition, that there should still be a ladies champion, or was 
the pre-1976. 

Yes. 

That was pre. 

Yes. 
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You won that how many times, three times, four times? 

Three times maybe I think. 

What sort of prizes did you get for winning? 

Apart from the pipes, [laughter] Bert Barron had fantastic medals, he 
had real silver and real gold medals, there was never money involved, 
I have never done this for money, yes I have never competed for 
money, yes you do get money but it has never been vast amounts of 
money. 

Tell me about the amateur and the professional, what 
distinguishes the two areas? 

Just that the amateurs don’t compete for money at all, they don’t take 
money for any of their services, that’s all, so the Royal Scottish Pipers 
Society exists, it is just like a gentlemen’s club really, I don’t think it 
is a huge deal. 

Have you mostly done competitions, is that mostly how you have 
moved forward or have you been involved with any of the folk 
revival? 

No I haven’t been involved in any of the folk revival at all, I kind of 
missed out on that.  The opportunities that the young pipers have now 
are fantastic, the National Youth Pipe Band, even the pipe bands have 
got more opportunities.  I suppose pipe bands haven’t changed very 
much, but being able to play other instruments, small pipes, none of 
that was really available then. You were either a piper or you were 
nothing else that was it.  You could play other instruments but most 
pipers just played pipes. 

Of all the music you play what is your favourite and why? 

Of all the music I play, I still enjoy playing piobaireachd, although the 
opportunities of playing piobaireachd, I play to myself now because I 
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haven’t been competing for the last eight years.  But that was what 
kept you playing piobaireachd was competitions, the only thing that 
would make you learn tunes, you need to learn tunes,  because there 
were set tunes to learn.  I always enjoyed that every year the 
challenge of learning the new piobaireachd so I do enjoy playing 
piobaireachd. 

Are people writing piobaireachd, or are they all passed down? 

They are all passed down, well they are not all passed down there are 
modern piobaireachd but they are not played very often, generally 
played either in recital or competition specific. 

So when you are playing one, when you are playing to yourself 
what are you thinking? 

I don’t know [laughter] what comes next. I should say what I tell the 
kids to do, listen to yourself and hear what you are playing you are 
producing a lovely piece of music if your instrument is going well. 

Tell me about this good going pipe phrase. 

Ah, ah, you see, you have got four reeds for a start, three of them can 
be synthetic reeds so you can have synthetic drone reeds which are 
much, much easier to get going than three cane reeds. 

This is in the drones? 

Yes the chanter reeds are still a cane reed, all the chanters are 
different as well.  You are always aiming to get that nice balanced 
sound that you are able to blow, that is not too easy or too hard, that is 
just right. 

Where is that balance? 

They need a good twenty minutes just to warm them up, to get them 
to settle, terrible instrument really, murder.  But when you do get 



 

Copyright The National Piping Centre 2012 
 

them going you know about it, you’ll get the pipes to the stage that 
you will play them all night. 

Do you teach now, do you have many students? 

That’s all I do now is teach, it seems to take up all my time it has 
really kind of stopped me competing as well.  I stopped teaching 
when I was expecting my first daughter and what started me off was, 
people asked for lessons and I thought I’m not doing that. I eventually 
realised when Dave was away and I was sitting here and I had done 
what you had to do with babies and I had free time at night, so I did 
start teaching and it grew from there.  I still teach here two nights a 
week but, 1994 I think it was. I had decided I might go back to supply 
teaching and go back into schools.  It had always been the plan in my 
head that I would go back to teaching, like all my teaching friends had 
done, they all had their families and gone back into teaching.  Then I 
got the offer of a job teaching piping at Morrison’s Academy in 
Crieff, I thought well, that sounds good, quite a long way to go but 
good.  It was two days, and then Ardvreck School, a prep school in 
Crieff asked if I would teach there, so I did one morning there. 

So this is pipes coming back into the music curriculum? 

Well these were private schools, independent schools, public schools, 
not state funded schools, whatever you want to call them, they have 
always had piping in them of some sort whereas the state schools 
haven’t.  They do now it was starting then, before then really. I 
thought this was great, it was an easy way, it was a good way for me 
to be working part time which is what I wanted to do then and it grew 
from there.  I am still at Ardvreck I do two full days, I have got thirty-
two pupils at Ardvreck I do them on a Monday and a Tuesday. 

In a group? 

No, one to one. 
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Thirty-two one to ones, in two days? 

Yes so I am there nine o’clock until five o’clock on those days. 

My goodness. 

Yes, but they are great.  I start them at eight but I lose them when they 
are thirteen because it is a prep school and then they go onto other 
schools, mainly Glenalmond and Edinburgh schools, lots of schools.  
Then quite recently, I was still teaching at Morrison’s Academy at 
that time and a chance at the High School of Dundee they wanted to 
bring in piping instruction, they had always had some teaching as part 
of the cadets but it had only been an hour a week and I wasn’t keen to 
do that so a piping instructor within the music department was then 
started. 

Have you developed a way of teaching that is absolutely 
individually yours apart from the Canntaireachd of course? 

I suppose I do, it has kind of developed really.  Each child is 
completely different, you think the first thing you have got to do is 
teach them how to play the scale and it is at that point I have realised 
recently that is just muscle memory. 

Is it one scale on the chanter? 

Yes, just getting them to get the fingers in the right place. 

That is the piper’s scale? 

Yes. 

Is it in a particular key?  No, it is just the scale. 

Yes, we play nine notes, one octave low A to high A and an extra one 
on the bottom. And that’s what we play. We play all these wonderful 
tunes just on these nine notes.  What you are teaching them to begin 
with is to get them to use their fingers on the chanter and you are 
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teaching them the idea of music as you go along but it it’s not the first 
thing, it’s not the most important thing at the beginning.  The most 
important thing at the beginning is the fingering and how to use your 
fingers to play the chanter. 

Do they do it by heart or do they have music? 

You are teaching them to read music all the time, if they can’t read 
music then they can’t play the tune properly, you will not learn it 
correctly without the music.  There are probably a lot less ear players 
around now.  When I was young, I do remember my mum saying that 
he was an ear player, you can pick up the tunes by ear as long as you 
have got the basic finger work then you can, but if you want to play in 
a band then it has got to be the same as everybody else.  Or if you 
want to compete, then it has to be very correct and you have to be 
able to read music.  I am teaching them to read music from the start as 
well, although they probably don’t realise it right at the beginning 
because the important thing is the fingering, then as they learn all the 
embellishments and they learn their ten tunes then they go on to pipes.  
Somewhere in all that you start teaching the music and how it should 
sound but generally I think they are on the pipes before they get the 
idea and some of them do it a lot easier than others. 

Do you think it is a gift because some people can’t match their 
rhythm with their musical memory sometimes, can they? 

Yes they have got to have some sort of rhythm and musicality in them 
and not everybody does. 

Do they then go on to play in bands at the school? 

Yes, I do tend to encourage them into bands simply because it makes 
them play the pipes.  Playing the pipes is quite hard; it is a physical 
thing too and quite hard work.  They can play all these tunes on the 
chanter and then they come to the pipes and there are drones and 
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chanters and bags and how on earth do you keep it going and nobody 
switches it on, it is all blowing. 

How do they keep it going, how do you start them on that is one 
drone at a time? 

It is just the chanter first usually, some people start on the goose I 
have never done that where there are no drones at all there it is just 
the bag and the chanter.  I do tend to put them straight onto the big 
pipe, just with the chanter and a very easy reed, the drones are there 
but blocked off and not going to sound.  It is just getting the bag 
under the arm and you squeeze when you take a breath.  Basically that 
is what you do, you blow out the bag to full, get the chanter to sound 
and when you want to take a breath you squeeze and then you blow it 
back up again. 

I am sure it sounds easier than it is? 

[laughter] It is quite hard and they all do it differently, the kids that 
you think are going to do it no problem sometimes take weeks just to 
keep it going by which time they have forgotten all the tunes, others 
just do it.  The kid that is really good playing the chanter isn’t 
necessarily going to be the one to master this blowing, squeezing 
thing that really is quite hard I realise.  Pulling them into the right 
shape and making them stand up straight and not blow out their 
cheeks, making them look good as well. 

What about your own family, are they following in your 
footsteps? 

My first daughter Isla she is twenty-nine now, when she was young 
played the violin and still does, she plays the fiddle I would say, there 
is no difference it is just music is different.  When she was nine she 
decided she wanted to be a pipe band drummer, I don’t know how, 
she was never really exposed to drumming particularly except at I 
think at Pitlochry games every year when I was doing the circuit at 
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that time.  I had my mum with me and to do the games was good, we 
had a campervan at that time so my mum and babies, potties 
everything else all went into the van, wondering what I would do with 
all these kids, me and the pipes, but the games were great fun for 
them.  She decided she wanted to learn the drums, so I said we would 
sort that out when you were a little bit better at your fiddle.  The 
opportunity came up, there was drumming instruction going on in the 
Mackenzie Caledonian Pipe Band in Dundee and that is where she 
went to learn to play the drums.  A couple of years on and she was 
going out with the pipe band and I thought no, there was no way she 
was going in a band bus without me and there was no way I am going 
on a band bus without playing so I joined the band at that time and 
played with them for a few years and took the junior band on for a 
couple of years as well. Isla then learnt to play the pipes as well, not 
quite sure how she managed that but she did.  I didn’t specifically 
teach her to play she kind of just got a chanter and learnt to play, she 
can blow out the pipes and play a tune.  Some might say it is a good 
piper wasted she has got nice clean fingers, but pipes is such a 
physical thing to do she can’t do it for very long.  She did her higher 
in music and did pipes as part of that or at least got instruction in it.  
But she is really a pipe band drummer and that is what she still does 
she still plays in a pipe band, she is quite into all of that.  She is a 
jewellery designer and maker, and designs and makes kilt pins which 
is really her bread and butter, she does some lovely kilt pins. 

My middle daughter Sarah, she didn’t do anything with pipes at all 
but she played the drums in a pipe band for a little while, and played 
when she went to university, played in the OTC as well, girls 
managed to get into the OTC when I didn’t.  Youngest daughter 
Shona learnt all through primary school to play the pipes, she had Ian 
Duncan teaching her at school, but gave up when she went to 
secondary school.  I suppose that was a part of a rebellious thing, third 
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daughter she wants me to do that so I am not going to do it, she would 
have been a good player as well. 

It sounds like a lot of musical instruments; it is a world; you enter 
a world when you play the pipes. 

It is yes. 

It is a very distinctive world in the piping case. 

Yes. 

With all sorts of other things that go along with it, like sociability 
or games? 

Yes the social life at the games, you are in and around pipers and that 
is how you get to know all the pipers of course in the beer tent after 
you have played.  See people in the summer, that you don’t see in 
winter that often. 

I was going to ask, it is a seasonal thing too isn’t it? 

Yes, it is, there are indoor competitions, there aren’t as many indoor 
competitions as there used to be when I was younger there were quite 
a few, one every month I would have said either in Glasgow or 
Edinburgh we were always having to travel.  I always loved Glasgow, 
to me Glasgow was just all pipes, the only time I was ever in Glasgow 
was to do with piping. 

Well twice a year it is. 

Yes it is you are right.  Youngest daughter is in Glasgow now she has 
just started at Glasgow School of Art, she is in a flat with a view of 
the piping centre as well. 

Well that is really interesting, is there something else that we 
maybe haven’t covered? 
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I don’t know.  Mainly I stopped competing because I didn’t have time 
when I took the band on, the Mackenzie Caledonian Grade Two band, 
they are the only band going in Dundee just now that is competing 
anyway.  The junior band I took on because I had so many pupils that 
I needed a band for them an after school band, also Ian Duncan 
teaching in the schools at the time and he was sending kids to the 
band but there wasn’t a junior band, which seems to take up all my 
time because I play in the senior band as well because you can’t not. 

Of course they all move on together too, you have more and more 
generations of them. 

Yes, I know, so pretty full time. 

It must be quite gratifying. 

It is quite good, Friday night when I was in Edinburgh I had my three 
from the High                                    School and then Glenalmond 
came in with their trio, two of them I had taught at Ardvreck, I lose 
them at thirteen they go on, and another one from Strathallan School 
came up and spoke to me and I had taught him as well, that’s quite 
nice.  I always say to them when they leave, don’t worry I’ll to catch 
up with you.  If they stay in the piping world then I am always going 
to see them somewhere or other either in the solo scene or in the 
bands. 

Great, well thank you very much Anne it was really interesting. 

I hope I have told you everything. 

 

 

 

 


