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I am Malcolm McRae. I want to talk a little about my piping 
background for the Noting the Heritage project being conducted by 
the National Piping Centre.  I am Australian, I was born in Parkes, 
New South Wales in 1942, my father was an Officer in the Royal 
Australian Air Force. At the time I was born he was in the Middle 
East and he didn’t make my acquaintance until he returned to 
Australia after the war in early 1946, so I was about three and a half 
years old before I set eyes on my father.  I can remember the occasion 
well. 

There was no piping in my immediate family, my father’s father, my 
grandfather, was a policeman and he had been stationed in various 
country towns in New South Wales, where I think there were 
probably police pipe bands, particularly in a large mining town in 
western New South Wales, Broken Hill and it may be that he played 
in the Broken Hill Police Pipe Band.  However, he died before I was 
born so I did not hear pipes in the house, as it were.  When I was quite 
young, seven or eight years of age my father’s eldest brother my 
Uncle Duncan made a practice every year of taking me to watch the 
Anzac Day march this was the equivalent of a Remembrance Day 
procession on 25th April each year.  And of course, there were pipe 
bands in the procession and I have vivid memories of my Uncle 
Duncan whistling pipe tunes such as the Barren Rocks of Aden and 
Highland Laddie to me as we went home after the procession.  I 
suppose that it was that early acquaintance with piping through my 
uncle that made me for as long as I can remember, certainly from 
those years anyway want to play the pipes.   

However, I had no opportunity to learn the pipes until I was thirteen, I 
went to Sydney to school and although I was a schoolboy and there 
was no piping at school, I learnt with a civilian pipe band, the North 
Sydney Pipe Band who had been advertising for learners on a Scottish 
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radio programme on a Sunday evening.  I was taught there by a piper 
who played in a Grade 1 band, the Sydney Thistle Highland Pipe 
Band his name was Keith Gates. He was a good teacher he had good 
clean fingering, and I learnt from the College of Piping tutor, the 
green tutor.  I made fairly rapid progress to the detriment of my 
school studies.  After I had been learning from Keith in the North 
Sydney Pipe Band for a year or so I went to Peter Davidson for 
tuition.  Peter Davidson was a New Zealander, a bachelor who had 
learnt his piping in Dunedin in New Zealand.  I suppose at the time I 
went to him he must have been in his late forties, early fifties.   

He was the first of the colonial pipers, as it were, to go to Scotland to 
compete.  As a young man, I think in his early twenties he had gone to 
Scotland for just one season in 1934. He had tuition from quite a 
number of players during the time he was in Scotland.  I think to some 
extent to his detriment because I think he ended up thoroughly 
confused.  He had been to see Pipe Major William Ross and had 
tuition from him also from Robert Reid, he made the acquaintance of 
Robert Meldrum who was at that time ill in hospital in Aberdeen.  But 
certainly Peter told me that when he went through the tune Lament for 
Mary MacLeod, his principal recollection was that he pushed the tune 
on, he kept it going.  Peter also struck up a friendship with Robert 
Brown towards the end of his time in Scotland in ‘34.  Thereafter 
once he went back to Australia. Although he was a New Zealander he 
had settled in Sydney prior to the last war in ‘37 or ‘38 he settled in 
Sydney.  He stuck up a friendship with Robert Reid and with Robert 
Brown and maintained a prolific correspondence with the two of them 
so that by the time I went to Peter in 1956 he had some tape 
recordings made on reel to reel recorders, tape recordings of both 
Brown and Robert Reid and he would record conversation and his 
own playing, send the recordings to Reid and Reid would send tapes 
back, again conversation and comments on Peter’s playing. 
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At one stage I think Peter had me play a couple of tunes on the 
practice chanter and they went off to Robert Reid and came back with 
comments.  That is where I first formed a love of piobaireachd. I was 
quite fascinated by the music and I became really quite addicted to 
piobaireachd and the idea was that I would eventually try to play all 
the tunes in the repertoire, as you do,  And that I would eventually go 
to Scotland, hopefully to have tuition from Robert Reid who was the 
one piper that Peter Davidson seemed to admire above all others.    

I was at university studying law and then I was practising law. I 
qualified about ‘64 or ‘65 at about the time that Robert Reid passed 
away, Robert Reid died in 1965 so the idea of going to Reid for 
tuition proved impossible.  I did eventually travel to Scotland at the 
end of 1966 and at one of the indoor competitions in Glasgow in 
1967, I introduced myself to Robert Brown, he, of course, had fond 
memories of Peter Davidson’s time with him back in 1934.  Peter had 
also been a good friend to one of Bob Brown’s daughters, Marion.  
Marion was married to a tea planter. They were first in India but 
latterly in New Guinea, they used to come to Sydney, Walter and 
Marion Johnson used to come to Sydney for their holidays.  I met 
Marion during several of those visits to Sydney and of course because 
of the contact with Marion I dare say that Robert Brown felt that he 
had to help me for Peter Davidson’s sake. He was kind enough to tell 
me to contact him and to feel free to go to him for tuition.  I 
remember well he said that you won’t have any difficulty 
remembering my phone number it Braemar 251, that’s two fifty-first 
Highland divisions.   

After some months in Glasgow I contacted Robert Brown and 
commenced going to him for tuition. I had a job with Glasgow 
Chamber of Commerce and the job was nothing spectacular I was 
trying to sell advertising space in the Chamber of Commerce’s 
monthly journal, not very successfully.  But there was a little car went 
with the job, little Ford Anglia, with a funny back window, but 
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anyway, I used the car to go up to see Robert Brown and I was going 
up of a weekend, probably every second or third weekend during the 
first half of 1967.  After I had been going to him for several months 
he said “look you should really team with another piper from Dundee, 
Jim MacIntosh, he has been coming to me as you have been and it 
would help if you two were to come together as King George V said 
when he sent me, (that’s Brown and Robert Nicol) to John 
MacDonald of Inverness one will forget, two will not forget.” 

So I made the acquaintance of Jim MacIntosh who was living at 
Broughty Ferry just outside Dundee and we got into a routine of me 
driving from Glasgow, or latterly Hamilton where I was staying, 
through to Broughty Ferry on a Saturday afternoon, I would spend the 
Saturday night with Jim and his family and early on the Sunday 
morning we would hop in my car and go through Glenshee to 
Braemar and to Balmoral, park the car by the roadside, walk over the 
pedestrian swing bridge across the Dee go to Bob’s house at the 
Garbh-Allt Shiel and we would have a lesson a that extended from 
early afternoon to sometimes eight or nine at night on the Sunday.  I 
would then drive back to Broughty Ferry and drop Jim off and 
continue on to Hamilton and go to work bright and early on the 
Monday morning.    

This was just wonderful. It was a wonderful experience and certainly 
it did help that Jim and I were going together because we were 
working on different tunes.  Our principal objective was to master the 
set tunes for that year and we would each have four or five tunes and 
invariably, I think that we each ended up learning the other man’s 
tunes better than the ones we had been working on ourselves, because 
you could hear and see the other player being conducted through his 
tune by Brown and you could appreciate exactly what it was Brown 
was trying to get out of the pupil’s playing.  Whereas the pupil had 
fingers and bagpipe to worry about and he could never accomplish it 
quite as well as you perceived it could be done.  
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I was living in Hamilton during 1967 and 1968 because early in 1967 
I had made the acquaintance of Donald Bain a piper who had just a 
month or two before I had, he’d gone to Glasgow to have tuition from 
Donald MacLeod. But Donald had his wife Alice and two little boys 
in tow and they were living in a tenement flat just off Alexandra 
Parade at Townhead, Toonheid, in Glasgow, near the infirmary where 
Alice worked as a nurse.  However, the boys were not enjoying 
Glasgow life, certainly not tenement life in the middle of winter so we 
teamed up and we rented a house in Hamilton, a bit out of Glasgow 
but we both commuted into Glasgow.  Donald had a job working for a 
company that serviced Gestetner duplicating machines and he had a 
little van so we both had wheels.  

From my point of view the most interesting aspect of being able to 
stay with Donald was we were able to compare and contrast the 
tuition that we were getting, he from Donald MacLeod and I from 
Robert Brown.  He too was working on the set tunes so we were quite 
mystified early on as to why it was that there were subtle differences 
between Donald MacLeod’s ways of the tunes and Robert Brown’s 
ways of the tunes.  Ultimately we could only put it down to the fact 
that they were taught by John MacDonald at different stages of John 
MacDonald’s career.  Robert Brown had started going to John 
MacDonald in Inverness in, I think, 1926, Nicol having gone the year 
before in 1925.  Brown and Nicol had continued going to John 
MacDonald until the outbreak of war. Donald Macleod as far as I 
know didn’t have regular tuition from John MacDonald until after the 
war, mid to late 1940s.  Whether that is the reason for the slight 
differences in style I really don’t know but that is all that Donald and 
I were able to put it down to.  Certainly it has been said by many to 
me that Donald MacLeod didn’t ever hear John MacDonald play 
pipes and it may be that that is part of the reason for the differences 
that Donald Bain and I were able to detect in the teaching we were 
receiving. 



 

Copyright, The National Piping Centre 2013 
 

I had the impression before I went to Scotland that to play 
piobaireachd it was a matter of simply copying parrot fashion the 
playing of a master player such as Robert Reid and certainly although 
Peter Davidson had had good tuition in New Zealand from, amongst 
others George Yardley who was a pupil of John MacDougall Gillies, 
the way Peter learnt tunes from Reid’s recordings was simply to sit 
there with an ear glued to the loudspeaker of the tape recorder and to 
try to analyse the relative lengths of notes and try to reproduce the 
tune in that fashion, so that is the way I learnt  piobaireachd as well.   

After I had been going to Brown, I suppose for three or four lessons 
the penny dropped. There was rather more to it than simply parrot 
fashion learning to copy the way of the tune.  Rather there were 
rudimentary rules that gave you the key to any particular tune.  Now, 
Brown talked about scansion, he used to describe any particular tune 
by reference to its scansion.  By scansion he meant the pattern of 
accented and unaccented pulses or beats within each phrase.  So a 
four pulse tune he would describe as the scansion being strong, 
medium, medium, strong.  Three pulse tune would be strong, medium, 
strong or medium, medium, strong depending upon the particular 
tune.  Of course once you were told the scansion of a particular tune 
was strong, medium, medium, strong it all became predictable and 
intelligible and you were able to use this knowledge of the pattern to 
be able to present the tune in a way that was both musical but made 
sound sense in a way.  This was a great revelation; I wondered where 
the term had come from. Nicol also talked about scansion, I spoke 
subsequently to other pupils of John MacDonald and they said that, 
no, they didn’t remember John MacDonald talking about scansion in 
that particular way. 

The conclusion I reached was Brown and Nicol were able over many 
year analyse the way John MacDonald played and they were able to 
identify the pattern of pulses within the phrases and were able to 
discern that this was akin to scansion in terms of poetry, where a line 
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of poetry can be scanned and the syllables can be identified as strong 
or weak or having a particular pattern.  Notwithstanding scansion was 
a great aid to being able to interpret and present a tune in a sensible 
but yet musical fashion and this was the one particular feature of 
Brown’s teaching in particular that made a great impression on me.   

I had been going to Brown throughout ‘67 and ‘68 with Jim 
MacIntosh and at the end of 1968 I was offered a partnership in the 
legal firm that I had previously worked for in Sydney.  The temptation 
proved too great, so at the end of 1968 I went back to Sydney and 
took up legal practice assuming that I had got the piping out of the 
system. I found that there was some interest in Sydney and in other 
cities on the east side of Australia, principally in Canberra and 
Brisbane, pipers there who were interested in piobaireachd got me to 
go to stay for a weekend and conduct workshops and so on.  I found 
this all very stimulating and very satisfying. I was able to pass on a lot 
of what I learnt from Brown.  However, after a year or two the 
interest on the part of others began to wane. There were not all that 
many competitions for piobaireachd players in Australia and I found 
that I was becoming more and more frustrated, I didn’t have very 
many pupils after eighteen months to two years, my own playing was 
deteriorating, I wasn’t doing as much of it. I had joined the Sydney 
Thistle Pipe Band and that was a way to keep the pipe going, but my 
solo playing was just marking time. 

In 1971 Brown went to New Zealand on a teaching and recital tour, so 
I went across to New Zealand on two occasions during his time there 
and that rekindled my thirst for knowledge and my enthusiasm.  In 
1972 he came to Australia and I was being reminded by my wife 
Stephanie just a month or so back, that when Brown visited Sydney, 
Stephanie and I, she was a piper as well I had met her through the 
piping, Stephanie and I were not quite going together, well maybe we 
were, but anyway, Bob Brown had the foresight to see that there was 
something going on here and said to Stephanie, “you must get 
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Malcolm back to Scotland”.  I had forgotten all about that until 
Stephanie reminded me of it just a month ago, and that was quite 
perceptive on his part.  Nevertheless I formed the view that I really 
owed it to, not so much myself, but to Bob Brown, because Brown 
had died shortly after his return from Australia in 1972    he had 
contracted a thrombosis in a leg, although he got back to Balmoral he 
died just a day or two later, which was very tragic.  That, I think 
hardened my resolve to do more with my piping than that which I was 
doing in Australia. 

I married Stephanie in May 1974 and we set off to go to Scotland 
intending to stay for perhaps five years.  I had previously gone to 
Scotland just to test the temperature of the water again in 1973 and 
went round the games, played at the principal competitions and 
thought yes this is what I want to do more of.  I announced that to 
Stephanie in ‘74, we married May ‘74 and we went to Scotland on our 
honeymoon and we ended up staying in Scotland for thirty years. 

I qualified to practice law in Scotland, and worked initially in private 
practice in Dundee while I was qualifying and still unqualified I got a 
job with what was then the Highland Regional Council in Inverness, 
finished my course, I was sitting the Law Society of Scotland’s 
exams, with exam diets each six months. Finished and qualified in 
1976 and we stayed initially in Cannich, or just outside Cannich in 
Strathglass some thirty-five miles west of Inverness. I travelled to 
Inverness each day, it was just a thirty-five or forty minute trip by car 
down through Glen Urquhart up Loch Ness side.  I continued working 
for the Highland Regional Council which in the mid-1990s became 
the   Highland Council for the next twenty-eight years.  During the 
time we were in Strathglass, Stephanie ran a guesthouse and pipers 
from overseas used to come to stay every August/September from 
South Africa, France, Australia, New Zealand and it was all systems 
go, a very busy time but very interesting and very exciting in a way.  I 
competed with reasonable success during the ‘70s and ‘80s. In 1988 I 
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was elected president of the Piobaireachd Society, that was a good 
excuse to finish my competitive career and shortly after that I 
commenced judging, I have been judging piping competitions ever 
since.   

I retired from my job with the council in 2004 when I was 62. 
Stephanie and I decided that living in retirement in the Highlands, or 
indeed in Scotland was probably not going to be to our liking so we 
returned to Australia and settled on the Gold Coast of Queensland and 
that is where I am now.  Before leaving Scotland in 2004 we brought 
a very small house in Edinburgh so that we would have a base to 
return to each northern summer and since 2004 that is what we have 
done.  The routine is that we leave Australia in May or June each 
year, travel to Edinburgh, I am based in Edinburgh during June, July, 
August into September then mid-September we come back to the 
good weather in Australia.  It is working well and I am enjoying it to 
the full. 

Could I say a little more about Brown’s method of teaching? We did 
not play the practice chanter to any great extent.  The practice chanter 
was really for demonstrating and practising embellishments.  Brown’s 
method of teaching involved him singing the tune to us without 
reference to a book although both Jim and I would do as all 
piobaireachd pupils do we would sort of mark up the book with all 
sorts of magic symbols.  But invariably it is very difficult to 
remember exactly what you intended by a particular mark that you 
might have put on a score.  It was a matter of learning the song of the 
tune, particularly the song of the ground.  You would have an 
indication of the scansion and you would listen to Brown singing it, 
you would then sing along with him.   

Unfortunately there was a certain reticence about us using tape 
recorders in our lessons, and this was not encouraged so we didn’t 
record our lessons. Therefore it took a long time, like maybe four or 
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five lessons over several months to get the way of the tune precisely 
as Brown would want it.  Jim and I would sing the tunes to each other 
driving up and down the road going to and from our lessons, but 
almost always there would be subtleties that we would immediately 
become aware of once Brown again sang the tune to us.  I can’t help 
but contrast that method of learning which took a lot of time with the 
methods that pupils invariably seem to use these days where 
immediately they come for tuition the tape recorder or the mobile 
telephone or whatever goes on and the whole session is recorded.  I 
think this is really wonderful, where it might have taken me many 
weeks or even months for a tune to mature and for me to feel I was 
playing it more or less how Brown wanted me to play it.  Now one of 
my pupils might say they want to learn a tune, so I say “oh set your 
recorder going” and I sing the tune to him. Depending upon how 
experienced the player is I might sing the ground and just a little of 
each variation or I may sing the whole tune.  The pupil takes that 
recording away and almost invariably within a week or two, or three 
he is back and can play the tune on the bagpipe.  Now, Jim and I took 
much longer than that to learn any one tune because of the repetitive 
nature of the process of going through the song of the tune again and 
again at successive lessons.  I just wish we had had the temerity to 
have said to Bob Brown that we would really like to record your 
singing of this tune so that I can listen to this before I come next time, 
so that hopefully I could have the tune off by the next lesson. 

Ok, he would sing the tune, we would sing along with him and then 
we would play the tune once we had memorised it on the bagpipe, not 
on the practice chanter.  We would play the tune on the pipe and he 
would conduct us through the tune. We would move slowly around 
the room and he would either stand in the one spot or move in front of 
us conducting us with his hands and his arm and you were very 
quickly able to interpret his hand movements and the way in which he 
was conducting.  And, indeed sometimes the way he looked at you, 
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enabling you to appreciate the nuances of expression that he was 
looking for. I think that is a wonderful way to learn and to teach 
others.  That is the method that I have used, I think successfully, over 
the last fifteen or twenty years that I have been teaching. 

When you could play the tune right the way through he might 
comment on technical matters, embellishments and so on but the 
concentration was on rhythm, on the tempo of the ground and the 
variations and above all on the expression. He wanted you to be able 
to show the start and the finish of each phrase.  This has made me 
appreciate that because of the limitations of our instrument where we 
can’t vary the volume and we can’t stop the sound, the setting out of 
the phrases and showing the phrases and showing the ends of the lines 
is of paramount importance.  Brown used to liken piobaireachd to 
poetry, lines of verse and the expression that you gave to the line and 
phrases that made up the line was all important.  He used to not speak 
about the term rubato, he did not use that term but he used to indicate 
that you would take a little off this note and put it onto that one for 
effect.  He talked about robbing Peter to pay Paul, he talked about the 
lights and shades and these subtleties of expression made his playing 
very distinctive. 

I feel that this represents the heart of good piobaireachd playing as 
contrasted to the many players who can play the tune pretty much as 
is accepted as the customary way of a tune as compared to what might 
amount to a literal interpretation of the score.  But the subtleties 
nevertheless are still missing; some of these subtleties that Brown was 
able to impart really made each tune very distinctive.   

Brown had died, of course, before I went back to Scotland in 1974 
and I went to Robert Nicol from 1974 until his death which I think 
was in the late 1970s.  I found Nicol a wonderful teacher in that he 
left you in no doubt whatsoever as to what he required.  He had a very 
positive and forthright manner of singing the tune and conducting you 
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through the tune.  I felt there were rather less subtleties in his 
expression, but nevertheless if you could play on the bagpipe the tune 
as Nicol sang it you were playing a really good piece of music. 

During my time as President of the Piobaireachd Society I had all 
sorts of administrative problems, you might say.  The Association of 
Piping Adjudicators was formed by a breakaway group of members of 
the Piobaireachd Society’s Music Committee with the best of 
intentions I think. They felt there was a lot of dead wood on the 
Piobaireachd Society list of judges and they wished to form a new 
association and they would invite judges of repute to join this 
Association.  Of course it was very divisive and caused a lot of ill 
will, affected a lot of long standing friendships and it was quite a 
desperate period. However we got through that.  

My principal concern about piping in Scotland is that not enough of 
the up and coming players are seeking out master players for tuition 
and although there are relatively few who have been taught in the 
manner that I was taught, nevertheless there are men of my generation 
who have so much to impart but I feel that their knowledge is not 
being used to best effect in Scotland. A great many of these folk teach 
extensively in America and Canada, but Scotland is not quite using 
them to their full potential. 

Piping in Australia, of course, is a different kettle of fish entirely. The 
emphasis in this country now is very much on pipe bands, whereas in 
the ‘50s and ‘60s every pipe band competition had a solo competition 
associated with it; usually it was solos in the morning and bands in the 
afternoon.  That is not so much the case now. Some band 
competitions have solos, but increasingly there are competitions for 
bands and there is no solo piping at all.  The younger players are not 
being encouraged to play to the standard that would be required were 
they to be competing in solo competition and consequently the 
standard of playing generally is declining.  If one were to take 
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Queensland as an example of the malaise that has affected piping in 
Australia, in Queensland last year there was only one competition for 
solo players apart from small evening competitions for maybe half a 
dozen players conducted by the Queensland Highland Pipers Society, 
but the Pipe Band Association does not seem to support solo 
competitions so players who aspire to realise their potential have to 
travel inter-state or to New Zealand to make the most of competitions 
elsewhere. 

Remoteness from Scotland is a great problem, some players 
particularly from New Zealand endeavour to get to Scotland to 
compete each northern summer and long may that continue.  In New 
Zealand there are rather more solo competitions than in Australia. 
Here we have one competition in Queensland, some years there might 
be two.  There is a competition at Maclean a strong Scottish town in 
northern New South Wales at Easter time each year that attracts a 
great many of the Queensland players.  Then there is the competition 
in Adelaide in the beginning of May each year, there is the R.U 
Brown Piobaireachd Society in Adelaide formed after Bob Brown’s 
visit there in 1972 and that society is strong. It benefits from a bequest 
that enables it to pay good prize money and to subsidise the travel 
expenses of players from within Australia and from New Zealand. 
They attempt most years to get a judge from Scotland as the principal 
judge and that is the one ray of light on the Australian solo piping 
scene.  It is a very run and well regarded competition.   

I think that is probably all I have to say. I have talked about Brown 
and Nicol’s method of teaching. I have talked about Donald 
MacLeod, my friendship with Donald Bain.  I should just maybe say 
just to say to finish that I think principally because Donald Bain and I 
were living together and were able to compare the teaching that we 
were receiving from different John MacDonald sources towards the 
end of our two years in Scotland 67 or 68, I think Donald Bain came 
to probably prefer the ways of the tunes as I was receiving them from 
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Robert Brown and when Bob Brown was in New Zealand in 1971, 
Donald Bain spent a lot of time receiving tuition from Brown so I 
think Donald regarded himself as very much a Robert Brown protégée 
and pupil prior to Bob Brown’s death.  Donald himself unfortunately 
died relatively young, it must be ten years ago now, I can’t remember 
just exactly when he died.  But he was a most musical player, he was 
a very successful competitor but terribly nervous and terribly critical 
of his instrument, and if his pipe wasn’t pleasing him he would just 
stop during a performance and if he was competing he would just 
walk off.  That was a bit unfortunate, I feel he would have been far 
more successful as a competitor had he been able to master the nerves 
and perhaps be less troubled by any inadequacies or deficiencies in 
the instrument. 

Anyway, In closing just let me say that I am ever so grateful to those 
who taught me so well to be as good a piper as I eventually was.  I 
always feel that I can still get better, I am still learning but probably I 
have got to be realistic and realise that my day has gone. But piping 
has been such a wonderful pursuit, such a satisfying part of my life. It 
probably has been the most important aspect of my life apart from my 
family.  Certainly my legal career fades into insignificance in terms of 
satisfaction ratings and so on when compared to piping.  
Unfortunately also my wife is of the view that the bagpipe is rather 
more important to me than she is, in that she is sure that if a fire were 
to break out in the house I would be sure of retrieving the bagpipe 
before I would give her a second thought, that is not true but that is 
what she tells me.  Anyway I have enjoyed this little chat and I hope it 
is of some use to somebody somewhere.   

This is a short addendum to what I have said. I should have 
mentioned the date is 13th March 2013 and I am recording this at 
Currumbin in Queensland. If I could just touch on one or two of the 
points I made during the recording.   
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Peter Davidson when he was in Scotland in 1934 as well as receiving 
extensive tuition from a number of master players he did win the 
Strathspey and Reel competition at the Argyllshire Gathering and I 
think he was fourth in the Gold Medal competition at Inverness. He 
was a very, very good player. 

A little bit about my family background.  My father’s family came 
from near   Letterfearn on Loch Duich in Kintail, arriving in Sydney 
in1852.  Eight of the ten children of my forebears Christopher and 
Flora McRae came with their parents initially to Sydney then they 
travelled overland to Glen Innes in northern New South Wales where 
they settled on the land and the name of their property was Highfield.  
I have often wondered if there was some connection with Highfield 
Estate near Muir of Ord. So far as I can discover however both 
Christopher and Flora were from the parish of Glen Shiel they were 
both of Kintail stock and they were both McRaes and I think in 
Flora’s family the preceding six generations of her father’s family had 
married McRaes so..., although I gather that is not unusual.  My great-
grandfather one of the sons of Christopher McRae whose name was 
Duncan McRae married in Australia    Anne MacIntyre whose family 
had gone to Australia from Ardnamurchan  in the 1830s where the 
piping comes from I don’t know it could be either the MacIntyre side 
or the McRaes. 

I mentioned when Jim MacIntosh and I were receiving tuition from 
Robert Brown in 1967 and 1968 that we would each work on a 
number of the set tunes.  I think it is probably important to appreciate 
that we learnt all the set tunes.  In those days there was no silver 
medal competition but anyone could compete in what is now the 
Senior Piobaireachd at the Argyllshire Gathering. That was an open 
competition.   I think both Jim and I won good prizes in the Open 
Piobaireachd at Oban before either of us won the Gold Medal.  Not 
only did we set ourselves the task of learning all the set tunes, both 
the senior tunes and the Gold Medal tune but we also learnt 
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MacCrimmon tunes, all the good tunes, well they’re all good, we 
learnt as many as we could handle from one year to the next with a 
view to competing at Portree and Brown was also insistent that we 
learnt a lot of the little tunes, the Old Woman’s Lullaby, Salute on the 
Birth of Rory Mor MacLeod, The Sister’s Lament and so on.  In 
retrospect I think his enthusiasm for these little tunes was to teach us 
how to play musically, how to get music out of these little tunes so 
that we would be able then to get music out of the bigger tunes. 

In relation to scansion it is important to appreciate that scansion can 
be overdone. It must not be too obvious, if indeed obvious at all to a 
listener.  It requires to be very subtly employed to aid expression and 
certainly if the scansion of a phrase or line becomes too obvious it 
detracts from the music and this is part of the skill and art of 
piobaireachd playing to be able to employ scansion and the 
knowledge of what you are trying to do with a particular phrase to 
make good music.  It must not impede the flow of the phrase or the 
flow of the line.   

Just one or two points about Strathglass where we stayed from 1976 
to 1988 we stayed in Kerrow House we owned Kerrow that had 
fishing and about thirteen or fourteen acres of birch woodland 
surrounding the house, it was a great house of fourteen bedrooms, two 
kitchens and three bathrooms.  All four of our children were born 
there, two of them are harpists and they were all introduced to the 
clarsach and to ponies during our time at Kerrow.  Our eldest 
daughter now is a harpist in Singapore, she plays and teaches.  Our 
second daughter has recently brought a horse from London to Sydney 
where works in public relations. Our third daughter two years ago left 
London to come to Australia and is now a primary school teacher here 
on the Gold Coast, she also plays the harp and our youngest, a boy 
Duncan lives and works in London. He works for William Grant and 
Sons and he is, I think they call them, a brand ambassador for William 
Grant’s line of gin, Hendrix gin.   
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I mentioned also a reticence on the part of Jim MacIntosh and myself 
to produce a tape recorder from Robert Brown.  Just to set the balance 
right when I announced to Bob Brown towards the end of 1968 that I 
was shortly to be going back to Australia and I would like to spend 
some time recording tunes with him before I left he was only too 
willing and I spent upwards of a week with him at the end of 1968 
with a portable reel to reel recorder, and some of the recordings that I 
made during that time have made their way onto the Masters of 
Piobaireachd CDs that feature the playing and singing of Brown and 
Nicol. 

I should also mention a little bit about the bagpipe.  Bob Brown was 
insistent that you have your pipe going well went you went to him for 
tuition, because as I have explained, his teaching was on the bagpipe.  
The pupil played the pipe not the practice chanter so much.  Donald 
Bain helped me enormously in being able to learn how to tune my 
pipe, I had not developed an ear for tuning a pipe before I went to 
Scotland in  1967, so Donald Bain was a great help to me in that 
regard.  Brown insisted that a bagpipe should not be strong, he and 
Nicol made chanter reeds they were insistent on a pipe being easy to 
blow and this all had to do with enabling the player to relax.  
Relaxation was ever so important, you could not produce good music 
unless you were relaxed.  So an easy pipe, volume was not important 
Brown said that you achieved volume, you created volume through 
your tone and your tuning.  If your bagpipe was tuned accurately that 
would give you all the tone and all the volume that you required.  It 
was not necessary and was indeed detrimental to a performance to 
play a big strong bagpipe. 

All right, they were just a few points that occurred to me that could be 
of some interest.  I will finish once more, thank you. 

 

 


