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This is Billy Hutchinson on Sunday the 26th of February, sitting in 
Pipe Major Colin Johnston’s living room in Barrhead for Colin’s 
interview for the ‘Noting the Tradition’ project.  First of all Colin, I’d 
like to say thank you very much for agreeing to contribute your oral 
history to this project, it’s very important and you’re exactly the kind 
of profile that we’re looking for.  Can I first of all take you back to the 
very, very beginning at the point when you first decided you wanted 
to learn how to play the pipes, where you were?  Who was your first 
teacher and how it all happened for you? 
 
Not a problem.  Well, thank you very much for interviewing me in the first 
place, Billy.  It all started in 1973 when Sam Black of the 4th Paisley 
Boy’s Brigade.  I was at the age of seven then when I first started to learn 
the pipes.   First of all it wasn’t the pipes that I was going to learn, it was 
the side-drum that I wanted to learn and there was no room left, all the 
drums were taken, etc, so my big brother, Ross Johnston started learning 
the pipes two years before myself, he started in ´71 and I decided right, I’ll 
try the pipes and I’ve never looked back since.   
 
My dad was a Boy’s Brigade captain, Graham Johnston of the 4th Paisley 
Boy’s Brigade, and at that time they were trying to form a Boy’s Brigade 
band and Sam Black lived across the road from us and we contacted him 
and at that time Sam, I think played with Chivas Regal 100 Pipers, and 
basically my dad went over and asked him and he said yes and he started 
teaching and the band started with about seven or eight pipers and it just 
went from strength to strength through the years.  
 
Now, I take it you grew up in Paisley.  Is that correct? 
 
No.  I’ve been Barrhead all my days, but I always went over on a Monday 
night and a Thursday night to band practice at Langcraigs Primary School.   
 
And Sam Black was your first teacher? 
 
And Sam Black was my first teacher; he taught me everything I know.  
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Could you give us an idea of his teaching style?  The type of guy that 
he was? 
 
He was a bit of a character.  Still is, still living today, he now stays in 
Dunoon.  He was very strict, ‘the old way’ as I call it, of teaching, very 
strict but straight to the point.  If you done it right you got rewarded, if you 
didn’t do it right you got shouted at, just the old style of teaching.  
 
And obviously did he play at any level himself when he was a player? 
 
Yes.  He, I think was Kilbarchan Pipe Band, he went through and played 
at, but latterly it was Chivas Regal.  There was a few other players, there 
was Willie MacIntosh, there was thingy, Mark,* I can’t remember his 
name, there was Greg Martin’s dad and Neil Martin’s dad, I can’t 
remember what his name is, but he’s passed away now right enough.  But 
they were all characters and the stories that they used to tell us with the 
Chivas Band is when they went to the competitions it wasn’t just pipes 
and drums that they played, there was guys played guitars, there was guys 
played other instruments, banjos and all that and they just had a big hooley 
on the bus every time they went, a big sing-song and everything else, and 
it was the coffee obviously they were drinking on the bus, you know.  
 
[Laughter] so you learnt with Sam Black with the Paisley BB, this 
band, this BB band did it turn out to be particularly memorable one?  
Were there some good players in it?  Did it enjoy success? 
 
Well, we were very fortunate because it was a BB band we all grew up 
together, all the boys who were in the band and we started off at Novice 
Juvenile, then we went to Juvenile, then we went to Grade Three and we 
even went up to Grade Two, but obviously the name changed and because 
we couldn’t attract players because it was a Boys’ Brigade band.  But 
through the years I think we won the Battalion Championships thirteen 
years in a row, the Paisley Battalion, and there was a 22nd, the 14th Paisley 
and there was another one, I can’t remember the name, but all competing.  
 
So when you get to a certain age and the band changes its name, first 
of all what was the name?  And secondly, I take it then you start 
competing in RSPBA competitions?   
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Yes.  Well, in 1977 it was the BB centenary, a hundred years of the Boys’ 
Brigade.  What was annoying was we had a good chance of actually 
winning the Championshop that year with the band in Novice Juvenile, 
and because it was the centenary all the Boys’ Brigade bands at Cowal had 
to go in first, so that meant getting up at about four o’clock in the morning 
and trying to travel over to Cowal.  In my opinion it scuppered our 
chances of actually winning the championship that year.   
 
And the band was basically at that time, when we broke away from the 
Boy’s Brigade the band was called Renfrew District Association and the 
biggest problem with that was trying to get grants, trying to get money; 
they would always wonder Renfrew District, what’s the district?  Is it 
Paisley?  Is it Linwood? And it was always a fight to try to get money for 
the band, to get uniforms, etc.  But the band wore the Blue Ramsey and 
the reason why I think it was my father picked the tartan because it 
blended in with the Boys’ Brigade uniform at the time, with the blue kilts, 
with the black and then the white strips with the haversacks that we wore 
and the hats, so everything blended in with the Boys’ Brigade and that was 
the reason why the Blue Ramsey stuck with us.  
 
So we started off when we broke away Renfrew District to try to attract 
different players, different folk, because we all grew up together and we 
had a great band and I think at that time we were Grade Three and we 
broke away as I said, and then after that the band disbanded and I took on 
the Pipe Majorship of my old band and we became Paisley Pipe Band.   
 
You’ve mentioned your dad a few times; he was obviously quite a big 
influence on you, especially through your piping years.  Just going 
back to when you started piping, had there been any history of piping 
or traditional music in your family before yourself and your brother 
took it up? 
 
None at all.  The only one my dad always says everybody plays an 
instrument, drums in the ears and organs in the body.  But that’s as much 
in my father, he was very, very, why I keep going back to my father he 
was a big influence, he made the pipe bags to save money, he basically 
made up sets of pipes, they weren’t any good sets of pipes but he made 
them up to look like pipes so that folk can actually go out there when they 
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were learning without drones and things like that, just to get started until 
we could get enough money to get instruments, etc.   
 
I take it your father, when you moved from a BB band to becoming an 
adult band your father moved with you and continued to help out. 
 
Oh yes.  Yes.  He decided the band was the way to go and he stepped 
down as BB Captain of the 4th Paisley and carried on with the band.  
 
What was your father’s name, Colin? 
 
It was Graham Johnston.  
 
Graham Johnston. 
 
And as you’ll see in the RSPBA every year for the last ten years there he’s 
got a competition, the Graham Johnston Memorial for all kids.  
 
And was your brother, Ross, was he with you right through the 
Paisley Pipe Band? 
 
Yes.  He was right through Renfrew District in about 1990 until about 
1995 or 1994, I think it was, and Ross went away down south and started 
working and he followed his career rather than the piping.  
 
I take it there was a bit of competition between the two of you being 
siblings in the same band? 
 
I wouldn’t say competition.  We practiced together and the usual, we’d get 
the band stuff out the way and then we started, as my Pipe Major always 
said, started playing all the Mickey Mouse stuff, all the harmonising here, 
there and everywhere.   
 
That’s the early stages of your band career.  Did you ever tread the 
boards in the solo circuit?  And if so, can you tell me a wee bit about 
the circumstances and how you got on? 
 
Well I was, you’d likely say unfortunate, it was the likes of Gordon 
Walker and folk like that, when I was younger they were competing.  I 
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was never, although I won the Battalion Championships and the Boy’s 
Brigade, there was not really a lot of competition there.  But I thoroughly 
enjoyed going into solo’s, anytime I could I would go into solo’s when I 
was younger and there were generally about say for instance forty-four 
kids, I wouldn’t be up at the top and I wouldn’t be at the bottom, I’d be in 
the middle, I’d be getting about 20th and 15th, things like that.  But I was 
more band orientated than solos and I just loved teaching youngsters 
coming through.   
 
That’s self-evident from the short time that I’ve known you and that 
is something that motivates you.  What was it about the band scene 
more than the solo scene that kept you within that?  Was it the 
camaraderie? 
 
You didn’t need to work hard if you were learning band stuff basically 
[laughter].  The thing about solos it was right intense learning your 
marches, strathspeys and reels learning piobaireachd, etc.  I was very 
young when the band went to grade two; I was about fourteen when the 
band got to Grade Two, etc, so it might have been an age thing as well.  
Learning difficult stuff was, I always thought I wasn’t good enough to 
actually to go into the solo side as well, so I went to a different avenue and 
stuck with the bands and learnt the mechanics of the pipes and I can strip 
any pipes down now and rebuild them and get them singing absolutely 
brilliant, and I teach that with the bands that I’ve had as well.  
 
If I can just take you back a wee bit, back to the time when the band 
became too old to be a BB band, at that stage who was your Pipe 
Major? 
 
Still Sam, Sam Black.   
 
It was Sam Black; he was your Pipe Major.  So it was when Sam 
stepped down that you yourself became Pipe Major? 
 
Well the band, how would you say?  Once I left the band it went to Grade 
Two and then Eddie McAteer took on the band for a year who was the old 
Pipe Major of Chivas Regal.  And then there was another, I can’t really, 
it’s one of these things when you leave bands and all that sometimes you 
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want to forget and you put that at the back of your mind and it’s like a 
blank that’s there sort of idea.   
 
But the likes of Eddie McAteer came over and did a great job.  The thing I 
felt was Sam, in piping there’s a lot of politics as everybody knows, and 
the drummers felt that Sam was getting too old to be Pipe Major and he 
was holding the band back with his, he had a problem with his breathing, 
etc, and his blowing, and we felt it was time for him to go.   
 
So Sam stepped down and became one of the players and Eddie McAteer 
took over and the band wasn’t the same.  So at that stage I decided in my 
life, I think went over to the 108 Boys’ Brigade just to help out where my 
brother-in-law, married to my sister, was the Pipe Major, John Rankin at 
the time, and I went over there and played for about two years with them.  
It broke my heart to actually hand all my gear back in because that was the 
band that I grew up with, etc.  
 
So your sister married a piper? 
 
Yes.  
 
And was that piper introduced to your sister by yourself or Ross by 
any chance? 
 
No.  It was Videoplex, I think it was, in Paisley and we all went out for a 
drink as a band and my wee sister was there with her pals and they just hit 
it off.  
 
So piping is now absolutely in the family because they now have two 
children? 
 
John’s given up since he left the 108 Boys’ Brigade. 
 
Okay.  So I did hear that you achieved some quite outstanding marks 
when you did the Pipe Major’s exam.  Could you go back to when you 
decided to do that exam?  And first of all, do you have to do that to 
become a Pipe Major?  And secondly what made you do it and what 
was your experience of passing the Pipe Major’s exam? 
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Well it wasn’t Pipe Major’s exam; it was Elementary to Intermediate and 
Advanced in piping.  It’s a certification course that I did do. Basically 
when I took on the Paisley Pipe Band in 1990 I think I took it on and I 
started developing a band on my own, teaching a lot of youngsters.  I went 
to Gleniffer High School in Paisley where I managed every Friday like a 
Friday Club, Piping Club, if you want to call it that, and I started off with 
two kids and then that developed to eight kids and then developed to ten 
kids and so on, and that’s where I mainly got all my pipers from.   
 
I would have them on a Monday night up at band practice, Thursday night 
a band practice and then a Friday after school we used to have the wee 
piping club, about two hours I had them for.  I was fortunate at that time I 
finished at one o’clock at work and then I went over there for about half 
two, to five o’clock with the kids.  That’s where I started really getting 
good tuition to the kids, but they were starting to do Standard Grades and 
Highers at that time and I felt they’re asking me an awful lot of questions 
on the theory side that I couldn’t answer.   
 
So in 2000 I think it was, I decided to, was it 2000?  It might have been 
earlier.  I think it was 2000.  It might have been 1999.  Sorry.  1999. Oh 
we’ll just call it 1997 [laughter].  Right.  1997 to about 2000, that would 
be the best idea, that I decided to go and further my education on piping.  
So I went up to the RSPBA and they were doing an elementary course 
which I just thoroughly enjoyed. 
 
Was that in their offices? 
 
That was up on Washington Street, in their actual headquarters.  
 
In Glasgow? 
 
It was Annie Grant, Jim Wark. Annie Grant was an absolutely superb 
teacher; she was the Pipe Major of Dunoon Band at the time, the school 
band.  And I just loved it, we were taking homework away, I was going 
home and doing it all and it was just things that I wanted to learn.  There 
were a lot of tunes in my head going about and I couldn’t put them down 
on paper technically right and I learnt how to write tunes and put them 
down properly and just from the full theory things, etc.  So any kid that 
asked me questions I could then answer and teach them very highly.  All 



 

Copyright The National Piping Centre 2012 
 

the kids that I’ve taught so far have all had A’s on the piping side, 
basically because I went and did all my education on it.   
 
So you’ve taken on the Paisley Pipe Band, but you’ve got this group of 
youngsters that you feel could go places.  Is there a specific point 
where you either change the band to novice juvenile or you start up a 
novice juvenile? 
 
Is this the band I’ve got just now or is this? 
 
No.  This is.  
 
Oh, the Paisley Band? 
 
The Paisley guys that you were taking on a Friday night.  
 
Oh right.  Taking on a Friday.  What actually happened was although I 
was taking them on a Monday and a Thursday, obviously I started them 
off on a Friday at school and then when their parents came to pick them up 
I spoke to the parents “look, your kids have now got to the stage that 
they’re going to be starting onto the pipes, they’ve got three or four tunes 
off, how do they fancy coming up to the band that I teach up in Langcraigs 
Primary School?”  And they agreed and never looked back.   
 
So technically I had these kids for three times a week and I could advance 
them and plus they were practicing twice in the house.  I also had the 
learner’s sheets that, it took me sixteen weeks to get them through all the 
exercises and then solely work on tunes, and I could get kids at a 
reasonable standard in two years.  
 
Did any of them come out of that and really go to the top?  Did any 
stars come out of there? 
 
Oh yes.  I’ve got a few just now that came through the ‘camp’ as I call it.  
The likes of young Craig Munro, he’s one of them, he’s now one of the 
Chili Pipers and he works up in Wallace Bagpipes.  I’ve got Gavin 
MacPherson who plays with The Power, he’s there.  But in my eyes all the 
kids that come through my piping camp, if you want to call it that, are all 
stars anyway.   
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There’s quite a lot of them, you get Alan Lochore as well.  I can name 
quite a few of the kids that I’ve taught right through the years, but there’s 
been that many that you just start losing track of them and then when 
you’re going about the competitions or something like that and it’s the old 
story, when I try to get to the beer tent it’s three hundred yards away, you 
can’t get there because there’s that many folk that’s wanting to blether to 
you.  
 
You’re obviously deeply embedded in the piping world, especially the 
pipe band world, you’ve now got a situation where your daughter, 
Abby and your wee boy, Abby’s on the tenor drum and your wee 
boy’s on the pipes.  You obviously feel that having something like 
piping is good for personal development and for kids growing up.  
Could you maybe elaborate on that and tell me what you think it does 
for people and what the piping world has done for you as a person 
and why you think it’s important for children to ha ve something like 
that? 
 
Well through my experience of piping so far I’ve had a blind kid that I’ve 
taught.  I’ve had a deaf kid that I’ve taught.  My son and daughter, I’ve not 
pushed into it, they’ve been coming about the games, every time I’ve 
played my pipes somewhere they’ve always been there or whereabouts.  
My daughter’s ten and my son’s eight, and a year ago I said to my son, I 
said do you fancy taking up the chanter?   
 
At that age you want to make it as fun as possible with kids, and I tried my 
daughter first of all on the chanter, but she’s like all kids, they’re lazy, she 
didn’t want to put the work in but she wanted the glory, so one of the girls 
that was a piper but went to tenor drums Erin Spears in the Paisley Band 
was over at the Milngavie Band, and I asked her basically if she’d come 
over and help teach Abby on the tenor drum and Abby’s never looked 
back and that’s her now totally established.   We put her into the World’s 
Tenor Drummers last year and she came in 10th, so she’s now got the bite 
for it, as I call it.   
 
And my son, he’s just started the pipes about, I would say a couple of 
months ago, and he’s now, I said to him one time that I absolutely hate 
you Kyle when he was learning ‘Scotland the Brave’ the reason being was 
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he’s only looked at music four times and I turned the music around and I 
said to him “I bet you can’t play that back to me” and he played it note for 
note, grace note, doublings, absolutely perfect back to me, and I’m saying 
to myself I can’t even do that, I need to sit and go over and over and over 
until the tune goes into my head and then learn it bar by bar.  And my son, 
I don’t know whether it’s a chip off the old block, or whatever it is, but 
he’s now, he can actually look at music, read it, memorise it, that’s it, and 
that’s a talent in my eyes.  I’ve only had about five or six kids through the 
years that could do that but they were born naturals and I hope my son is 
going to be a born natural.   
 
Kyle was very shy when he was younger in Primary One and Primary 
Two, and he was in a ‘star room’ you call it, to develop them, to try and 
bring them out.  He took his chanter in one time and he played in front of 
the whole school and he came in second at a talent contest at the school.  
And then on Friday night there it was my daughter’s dancing display and 
being a piper you get roped into these things because it’s the Highland 
dancing that she does, and I said to my son do you fancy playing?  And I 
put him on the stage playing Amazing Grace and he went out there all by 
himself for the first part and then I came in and accompanied him on the 
second time through, and I was so proud, it was unreal.   
 
So you feel it’s, from a personal development point of view having 
something like piping is obviously? 
 
Oh yes.  The other thing, through the years I’ve had some kids that I’ve 
taught, that their parents are hitting the bottle and they can’t afford this 
and they can’t afford that.  I’ve even been out and bought shirts for some 
kids, even given them pocket money just so that they’ll feel part of it and 
they’re out there enjoying themselves like the rest of the kids do, etc, 
through the years.  The good thing is it takes some kids off the streets and 
it gives them something else.  They can either go one way or the other and 
in my eyes it takes them off the street and they can go and enjoy 
themselves and experience the piping life, as I call it, going different 
places most weekends and just having a ball.   
 
Great.  If we can just jump back again to the point where we were up 
to with the Paisley Pipe Band and your band career.  So you’ve got 
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this talented group of youngsters, I believe you did quite well with 
them in the competitions, could you tell me a wee bit about that? 
 
I think it was working hard.  I would say from when I left Renfrew District 
and took on the teaching at Gleniffer High School,  I would say in 1991 to 
about 1992 was when I left Renfrew District and I went back to the 
Paisley Band, my dad asked me if I could go back and help teach.  It took 
me a few years to actually get into the swing of teaching and find the right 
way and find the right kids.  It generally takes you about two to three years 
to develop a good bond between kids and get the right folk.   
 
So I joined, in about 1991 to 1992 I joined as I say, the 108 Boys’ Brigade 
Pipe Band, which was a Grade Three band at that time, and then I went up 
and helped teach up at Gleniffer High, but it was a Grade Three band and I 
felt my piping was starting to, after leaving a Grade Two band and going 
down to a Grade Three band just to help out my brother-in-law, my piping 
was starting to go downhill a wee bit.   
 
So then I decided while I was still teaching the kids I went over and in 
about 1992 to 1995 to the Black Bottle Whisky Pipe Band, Grade One 
band, basically to get my standard up because I’m a great believer, it’s like 
if you learn any sport like table tennis or whatever, if you compete against 
the best people you become good yourself.  So I thought I’d go and 
experience a grade one thing, which I did do and in about 1995 I left and 
really worked hard with the kids that I had, just worked them, I had I 
would say about eight pipers, nine including myself and I just worked 
them and worked them.  But after 1992 working with these kids on pipes, 
that was four years I had with them, developing them, getting them to 
where I wanted, in 1996 I took them to win the World Championships. 
 
And that was under? 
 
Novice Juvenile.  
 
And the band was called Paisley Pipe Band? 
 
It was Paisley Pipe Band.  
 
And they won the World’s in 1996? 
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Won the World’s.  But in 1994, 1995, we were chapping at the door, we 
were winning quite a lot of British Championships, Scottish and 
Europeans, doing very well in Novice Juvenile but we weren’t just quite 
chasing the leaders, if you want to call it, as I called them.  1996 was a 
great year, that’s when I really got to know Annie Grant, etc, because she 
had the Dunoon Grammar School Band and I had the Paisley Band at the 
time, and I think in fact it wasn’t Paisley Pipe Band at that time, I think it 
was still Renfrew District the band was called.   
 
Anyway, Rouken Glen I always remember was the last competition in 
1996 and that was the decider between the Champion of Champions etc.   
And although we won the Worlds in 1996, Dunoon Grammar they won 
one of the major Championships or we would get second, then they would 
get third, we would get first, so it was like Dunoon Grammar, I think it 
was one or two points they had more than us and Rouken Glen was the 
decider, if you want to call it.  But all the kids in my band loved all the 
kids in Dunoon and it was a great relationship through the years because 
they used to all hang about together.  But I felt so sorry, although we won 
the Champions of Champions that year, we beat Annie Grant’s, they I 
think got fourth and we got first that day, and just because I’m in Barrhead 
and it was a local contest for me, all the hard work that we put in we’d 
managed to get the Grand Slam, as I call it, Champs of Champs and the 
Worlds, that’s the one that folk always remember.  The Scottish, the 
British, the European, a lot of people don’t really remember these ones.  
 
You’ve mentioned Annie Grant a couple of times.  I get the 
impression that not only was she helpful to you from the point of view 
of the technical side of piping, but also from the technical side of 
teaching youngster? 
 
Well, it was Annie Grant that when I did my elementary at that time, every 
year they give a medal to the best student and if it wasn’t for Annie Grant 
I wouldn’t have won it.  It was a Bette Kinnear trophy, it was the last year 
of Bette Kinnear whose husband was Willie Kinnear and he was a Pipe 
Major of, I can’t remember now it’s that long, and we used to go 
caravanning and all that with Bette Kinnear and Willie Kinnear and had a 
great laugh.  He helped me through my piping days when I was younger as 
well, giving me wee helpful hinters, play this and do that and do this, and 
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his famous saying was “that pigging man.’  But the likes of Wille Kinnear 
he taught the likes of Jim Wark and most of the polis ones so he was a 
very good teacher in his day.  I know I’m jumping way back to thingy just 
now but while it’s in my head.  
 
Yes.  Feel free.  
 
But he was a great character.  One of these characters in piping.  If you 
mention to the old timers about Willie Kinnear you’ll be blown away with 
the stuff that he used to get up to.  But he was a gentleman, and as I was 
saying I used to go with him to see Bette Kinnear when she was in the old 
folk’s home, if you want to call it that, and had a great time.  But it was an 
honour for me to win the medal, it was honoured for Bette when she 
passed away, because every year they give out a medal and it goes for ten 
years, so it was a Bette Kinnear and then the year after that my father 
passed away and then they honoured my dad by having the Graham 
Johnston medal and that’s what’s been going around for the last ten years.  
 
Fantastic.  You’ve won the Worlds with your Novice Juvenile band  
 
That was 1996. 
 
Can you take me to the next stage along your piping history? 
 
Well, in 1997 we got upgraded to Juvenile, and it was very, very hard 
going from Novice Juvenile to Juvenile.  At that time it was 4/4 marches 
that I taught the kids, but there were 3/4  put in, then we had to start 
learning marches, strathspeys and reels, we had to learn jigs, hornpipes 
and take them to the next level.  But the kids coped.  We didn’t have a 
good year in 1997 in Juvenile, but 1998 we were starting to go from the 
sixth place to the fifth, to the fourth and started to chap at the door.   In 
1999 we were really starting to show promise; we started winning a few of 
the major championships again.  Then in 2000 it was the best, I had these 
kids for about ten years and they were all starting to hit sixteen, seventeen, 
eighteen, at that time and it was the best squad I’ve ever had, and basically 
we worked really, really hard, and in 1999 my dad passed away and in 
2000 we went out in juvenile and we won the Worlds and what an honour 
that was that year.  All I did was put my heart and soul into piping to try 
and take my mind off things, and absolutely tremendous.  
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Yes.  It must have been really special when you won it that year.  
 
Oh yes.  Yes.  
 
Okay.  So again, sorry for being obvious but if you take us to the next 
stage, how in the circumstances under moving on from Paisley to your 
next stage of your piping career. 
 
Well, we’re still 2000, what really broke my heart, I was really wanting 
the band to go adult and what I found was the folk that were on the 
committee of the band at that time didn’t want the band to go because, I 
put ten years into these kids and I wanted to take them to the next stage.  I 
wanted to go adult with these kids and try and bring other people in to 
make an adult band and see how far I could take the kids as a band, 
because we all got on great together, we all gelled together and we used to 
go around the contests together etc, and it was a shame because in the 
2001 season I was going to start off with a fresh band.   
 
So again, as I was saying, I went to Gleniffer High and I started working 
hard to get the piping club up and running again and started just a whole 
year of really, of my eight pipers that I had in Juvenile most of these kids, 
a couple of them stepped into Grade One bands, a couple went to Grade 
Two bands, some went back down to Grade Three bands but they all went 
to very good bands.   But I still saw them about.  So I worked really, really 
hard, I think there was only one, maybe two of the pipers that were left 
they stayed with us, they didn’t go to any other band because they were 
still seventeen they were allowed to play another year, so they stayed and 
what I did do was develop another band from scratch, kids straight off the 
street and then in one year.  
 
This was still under the name of ‘Paisley?’ 
 
This was under ‘Paisley.’  Then one year what I basically did was just 
worked and worked and worked, there was about three or four nights a 
week they were doing.  The band went in 2001 went back down to Novice 
Juvenile and I worked them and worked them.  We won the British, we 
won the Scottish, we won the European and we won the Worlds that year.  
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I’ve never won Cowal with any of the bands I’ve taught, which has been 
my goal that I’ve been trying to do through the years.   
 
I’ve won every single major championship.  I won the Champion of 
Champions about five or six times with the bands that I’ve taught, but I’d 
never won Cowal until I joined Milngavie.  I joined Milngavie I think it 
was in 2006 and I think that year we were Three B and we won Cowal that 
year, so technically I have won every major championship with my band.  
 
Did you go to Milngavie as a player or were you a Pipe Major or Pipe 
Sergeant? 
 
No.  I started off as just a player.  The story is in 2001 I worked like mad 
with the band and won the Worlds with the Paisley Band.  2002 was when, 
in 2000 I did my elementary, 2001 I did my intermediate and in 2002 I did 
my advanced certification in piping and in 2003 I stepped down as Pipe 
Major of Paisley Pipe Band and at that time I decided to start making pipe 
bags.  Well, not started to do it, I helped my dad when he was doing it 
years and years ago, he started and I just did it for pocket money from my 
father making the pipe bags.  That was nearly, I would say the eighties that 
I helped my dad, for every bag that I helped stitch up he would give me 
£2.50.   
 
But it was good pocket money that I was getting and it helped out my 
father and the money that he made from the pipe bags went back into the 
band so it was like a non-profit that my dad, it was just very similar to 
what I’m doing with my band just now, making pipe bags and putting 
them into the band just for non-profit and friends and families that I do.  
 
At that point at which you stepped down as Pipe Major, would you be 
able to talk about the circumstances? 
 
Yes.  The thing was my dad was there and Matt Connell was there and 
Maureen Gilmore was there at the time and they ran the band absolutely 
brilliant and when my dad passed away it was just not the same.  Because 
I used to say to my dad “I want this done, I want that done,” so he would 
go and voice his opinion to the committee at the time.  I didn’t really have 
a say in it, all I wanted to do was to just play pipes.  I hate going to 
committee meetings.  I hated doing this, that and whatever.  All I wanted 
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to do was just play pipes, teach, that was it.  But my dad used to try and 
get everything passed the way I wanted it and I know for a fact if my dad 
was still alive we would have been adult with the band.  
 
But I stepped down and I’ve always wanted to go adult.  So in 2005 I 
decided to, it wasn’t I was stepping down, I stepped down as Pipe Major 
to start up the City of Glasgow Pipe Band Grade Three, but it was still the 
same committee, etc.  And the first major championship in Dumbarton in 
2005 I think it was, the City of Glasgow Band we were Three A and the 
City of Glasgow Band we came in last at the first major championship, 
which I’ve never had a band in my life do, and then we worked and 
worked and by the end of the season at Cowal we got a third, so we were 
gradually getting better as the season was going on.   
 
Then I was looking forward to the 2007 and then I got told that, we 
borrowed money off Paisley Pipe Band to buy uniforms, we did a lot of 
bag piping, we did a lot of work and we managed to generate a lot of 
money, but then I was told there was no money left in the account by the 
committee.  Basically I don’t think they wanted the adult band, that’s the 
impression that I got.  Then I called, not a secret meeting, I called the band 
members together and I turned round and I said to them “what do you 
want to do?”  And the band decided at that time let’s just our own way and 
just hand all the gear back.  So that’s the way we went.   
 
So at that point you don’t have a band what do you do? 
 
At that point I didn’t have a band and it was the start of the season.  It was 
in April, I think it was that we decided that and at that point I said, right, 
enough is enough, I’ll go and join a band.  So I saw Malky MacKenzie 
and I knew that his son, Donald MacKenzie was the Pipe Major over at 
Milngavie, and I didn’t want to get like, after leaving Paisley, etc, I’m not 
one of these players that float about going to different bands and go for the 
glory hunting, I just wanted to go to a band that was near enough local.  It 
was about Grade Three standard that I was looking for, just something that 
I could go and enjoy myself, have a couple of beers and put my feet up 
basically and not worry about anything.   
 
I went over to Milngavie, the first year there were Three, Grade Three B, 
and I went over and I had a great time, they’ve got the Corbie Hall, I went 
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up there and they had concerts on and I just had a great time.  But because 
they had their own hall, Gus and I, my colleague at the time, Gus Clark, 
we went over to Milngavie and he drove one night, I drove the next night 
and whoever wasn’t driving you’d go back to the hall and they’d open the 
bar and you had a drink and you weren’t getting in until about twelve 
o’clock at night and it was starting to, just a bit too much.   
 
Then I got asked to be Pipe Sergeant so I helped Donald achieve, as I say 
in winning Cowal that year.  I think I was with Milngavie for about three 
years.  They didn’t have anybody to take on their wee band so while I was 
Pipe Sergeant with the big band, because I didn’t want the kids to be 
disappointed so I took on their wee band in 2007 I think it was and I 
thoroughly enjoyed it.  I would say it was the best, John Muir was over 
there with Old Tom and the two of them were teaching kids and the 
standard that they taught them was absolutely tremendous so it was very 
easy for me.   
 
But it was a boy’s club when I first went over there and all the kids 
running about, but they were very well taught so it was just a matter of 
getting them all together and trying to get a band.  We were starting to 
well and the kids were starting to respond to my instructions after a few 
moments, as they say, of shouting and bawling, but we eventually got the 
discipline put into there and the kids started responding and we just started 
going from strength to strength.   
 
Then in 2008 I decided at that stage that their committee, again a lot of 
politics started, etc, and I didn’t want to get involved because of what 
happened at the City of Glasgow.  But that time I was there two years with 
the band and I felt I had it back to myself after leaving Paisley Band, City 
of Glasgow, which was my love, I thought well that’s me and I’m back to 
who I am again.  I went over to Lomond and Clyde, a grade two band, 
where a couple of the players that I taught were over there and I went over 
there just as a player, just to step up, try and get my piping as high as I 
could get it again.   
 
At that time Paul Warren was the Pipe Major and I had a gall bladder 
operation the first year and I said to him, I won’t be playing because I 
want to take it easy but I’ll learn the tunes, etc, and my chanter.  So Gus 
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and I went over and I said to him I’ll help out and do the drones, so I was a 
drone tuner for a year and I taught Gus as well to do the drones.  
 
Then the following year I think it was David Wetherspoon that became the 
Pipe Major and took over and I was asked to be Pipe Sergeant, which I did 
do, that was that following year.  No.  No.  It was another player, it was 
John, John Thingy, he’s over at the Strathclyde Police Band now, John 
Smith, he was the Pipe Sergeant that year and then he left and went to the 
Strathclyde Police and I got asked to be Pipe Sergeant.  So I played Pipe 
Sergeant at the time with Lomond and Clyde and then while I was with 
Lomond and Clyde I was looking for another band to resurrect, if you 
want to call it, I went over to Milngavie, sorry, not Milngavie, I went over 
to Knightswood Pipe Band, who had a very good band in the days gone 
by, when I was learning they had a good band.  So I went over and spoke 
to their committee and said that I would be quite willing to teach the band, 
etc, but sitting down again looking at the committee, talking to the 
committee, it was very much that’s what they wanted, that’s what they 
want, but I can’t do this and I can’t do that and it was getting to the stage 
that they were going to rule the roost and I felt, well I can’t develop a band 
if there’s that many red bits of tape.  
 
So then I looked around and I spoke to John Muir who stays in Strathblane 
and he said, well we’ve got the Strathendrick Pipe Band that we’re trying 
to keep going, we’ve been disbanded for about ten, fifteen years, but 
we’ve got a wee piping club.  So I thought I’ll go over there and see what 
we can do and I went over there.  The idea was that the City of Glasgow, 
all the folk that disbanded there were going to come over and help teach, 
but most of the players they all decided no, it’s too far a distance.   
 
So I just stopped there and started teaching the learners and I was very 
fortunate that Malky Mackenzie came over, Graham Richardson came 
over, John Muir was there, Tom MacLean was there, and basically I’ve 
just been trying to develop a band.  We started off at the bottom of Grade 
Four B and some of the players that I had in, it was quite, I call it like an 
‘Indian band’ when we first started, but you need to start somewhere.  It 
was quite sore on the ears teaching the folk how to blow the pipes, trying 
to get them gelled together as one.   
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Fortunately enough last year that’s this second year, third year that I’ve 
been with the band that we’ve been starting to, we got third at the Scottish, 
fourth at the European, the band has been developing and we got a sixth at 
Cowal and we managed to qualify for the Worlds.  So every major 
championship we qualified for the final, which I was absolutely blown 
over with.  So we’re at 2012, hopefully it’s going to be a good one with us 
because I’ve got over the hurdle the pipers now know what I’m looking 
for, the drummers are getting taught better now with Alan Craig from 
Lomond and Clyde and we’re really hopefully going to do it.   
 
So you had a period of say, not uncertainty, but short periods at 
certain bands, you’re now, it looks like you’re settled in a wee bit at 
Strathendrick, which is where I know you from.  I know John Muir is 
somebody who I’d still like to interview as part of this project; I know 
the kind of work that he puts into the band.  It looks like there’s a 
plan for the band; it looks like you’re there long term.  I know your 
family are fairly well embedded into it as well.  First of all, you’ve 
given me a wee bit about what the band was when you first took it 
over, but where do you see yourself taking this band? 
 
Well, I’ve done everything that I can in my opinion with kids over the 
years and I thought well, I’ve always wanted to take on an adult band and 
that’s what I’ve got now, starting at grade four B, but there’s an awful lot 
of youngsters starting to come through the band and we might end up 
eventually having two bands, a young band that feeds the adult band.  I’ve 
got a very good set up with Old Tom, Malky and all the players.  On 
Monday night we’ve got band practice and on Thursday night we’ve got 
all learners and what I’m trying to develop there is all the players come up 
on a Thursday night and teach the youngsters and then once the youngsters 
go away at about half eight then I can sit down and do a lot of chanter 
work with the players that come up to help, or anybody that’s got 
problems with their pipes, etc.  But the ultimate goal with the band is to 
start going through the grades, that’s what we’re looking for, and get the 
band totally recognised. 
 
So you’re with the Strathendrick Pipe Band, they’re grade four B.  
You’re hoping for some top finishes in the Majors this year, which 
will hopefully get the band upgraded.  So we’ve probably taken you 
from the very beginning of your piping career right to the end.  I’d 
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just like to ask you a couple of summarising questions.  The first one 
that comes to me is when you speak to some of the older chaps at band 
is the debates they have surrounding tunes, you hear things such as 
“I’m not playing any of those tunes they’re playing nowadays, we 
want some of the old classics.”  Do you have a set standpoint on that 
view? 
 
Well, yes and No.  As you’ll know yourself some of the tunes that we’ve 
put into the wee Grade Three selection that we’re doing are some golden 
oldies, if you want to call it.  But it’s like everything else, time moves on 
and you need to go with the times sometimes.  What I generally try to do 
in any selections that I pick is a bit of old, a bit of new and a bit of in 
between, and that caters for a lot of judges.  You get some of the younger 
judges that like the round tunes is what you’re trying to imply, the stuff 
that as I call them, ‘the dad’s army team’ don’t like, they prefer the heavy 
dot and cut march, strathspey and reel sort of stuff.  But I try to blend a bit 
of the old with a bit of the new and cater for everything so that if 
somebody is listening to the band “oh, they’re playing the old style but 
they’re also playing the new style” and you’re getting a bit here, there and 
everywhere with it.  
 
If I can ask you one final question?  Imagine that you are going up to 
the podium to accept your award for a lifetime service to piping.  It’s 
fairly obvious who some of the major influences have been in your 
time, but you’re on that podium, who are you thanking?  Who are 
your major influences in your piping life? 
 
Everybody that I’ve met right through the piping career.  Basically my 
father was the first because he was wanting to form a band, which he did 
do and it’s just my life now, piping, it always has been and that’s what the 
wife says, she says “your piping comes first, she comes second.”  And I 
always said to my wife, well at least you’re getting into the top two.  But 
no, it’s always been the life.  Obviously Sam Black who was my first Pipe 
Major who took us up to Grade Two, totally honoured.  Also Matt Connell 
who’s guided me through my younger days as a Pipe Major.   
 
Matt Connell from? 
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From Paisley Pipe Band.  A lot of folk, the olden time folk, the way it 
worked in the Paisley Pipe Band, Matt upset everybody and my father 
calmed them down, that’s the way that they always worked.  Matt knew 
the rule books in and out of RSPBA and he wasn’t frightened to actually 
point his views through it.  But just everybody that I’ve actually met right 
through the whole piping, there’s an awful lot of people out there that I 
know their faces, but I walk about the games and all that and getting to 
nod.  A lot of folk are climbing the hill to hit their peak, I’ve hit the peak 
and I’m starting to hit the downward slope, if you want to call it.  But 
piping is something that you’re always learning with.  There’s nothing out 
there that’s not beat me yet, but you’re always learning, there’s always a 
new tune that’s out there that you’ve not, and one of the best bands that 
I’ve still to this day loved listening to is the Victoria Police Pipe Band, 
absolutely tremendous.  But my memories of going way back to 
Bellahouston was Strathclyde Police.  I remember standing there in my 
second year into the piping and just standing on the concrete and stepping 
back a wee bit onto the grass and I heard Ian MacLellan taking the band 
down and the vibration off the actual pipes it just shook the whole ground 
as Ian marched by us.  That’s what I try to do with all the bands that I 
teach, get them to blow as hard a reed as possible so you’ve got an 
absolutely cracking sound right through.   
 
Another one was when I was with Paisley and I went and bought pipes off 
the Pipe Box, Robert Mathieson was up there at the time, Pipe Major of 
Shotts at the time, I got asked to go to Shotts and be a piper, but I was very 
shocked and honoured first and foremost, I could have gone there but I felt 
the Paisley Pipe Band needed me with the kids and I felt one way or the 
other should I or should I not go?  And then I decided no, I would just 
stick to what I do best and I’ve never looked back since.   
 
Colin, as well teaching and playing you seem to be very interested in 
the technical side of the actual bagpipe itself, how they’re made, how 
to as you say, dismantle and rebuild and get them singing.  And 
you’re into bag making.  Can you elaborate a wee bit more on your 
interest on that side of things? 
 
Well, basically for pocket money as I said, my dad used to make hide bags 
in about 1982, the early eighties he used to make hide bags and there were 
a lot of people out in the pipe band world who were interested in his pipe 
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bags and as I said he did it for non-profit and all the proceeds that he made 
went straight back into the band to develop the band for the 4th Paisley.  
My dad was as you say, he had the brains, but he also had the hands to 
match it and the things that he used to make through the years, and he used 
to make all the band’s belts, all the band’s sporrans.  He was an absolute 
genius as doing these, just to save money.   
 
Did he have a trade that made this easier for him? 
 
He was a draughtsman.  As I said, he was an all rounder.  He built his own 
extension onto his house.  Whatever he put his hand to he could do no 
problem.   As I said in about 1982 onwards I was just helping him make 
pipe bags for a wee bit of pocket money just to help him out with things, 
and it was not until, I would say 2003 roughly, I used to go up to the wee 
Band Room up in Glasgow and get all my reeds through the years.  Ian 
MacLellan, Joe Noble ran it, Ian MacLellan was up there helping, and I 
used to go in and I would go through about two hundred reeds and I would 
put them, soft, easy, medium, hard, and I would put them into three 
categories for them, and Ian loved it because it saved him actually doing 
it.   
 
But the good thing about that was I could pick the reeds for each 
individual piper and that’s what I used to do.  Then when R.G. Hardie 
took over or Ian moved to R.G. Hardie, he gave me a phone and he said to 
me “Colin, I know your dad used to make the bags and I know you could 
do it.  If I’d arranged to go over to Angus Lawrie and see how Angus 
made these bags and all that would you be interested in making them for 
R.G. Hardie?”  And that that time I spoke to the wife and all that and 
Abby had just been born at that time, she was two or three and money was 
very tight, obviously when you’re starting a young family, and I said to 
Gail, what do you think? And she said let’s just do it.  So the two of us 
went over, Gail learnt actually how to make the threads, because I always 
felt with my dad bags, although he made the bags absolutely wonderful, it 
was always the stitching in his eyes, mine wasn’t right.  So I went over to 
Angus Lawrie over in Prestwick and I sat down with him and he showed 
us absolutely everything from start to finish making bags, giving me a row 
because I was doing different things differently then, etc.  He said when 
you start making a few bags, bring them back and let me see them and I 
tell you if you’re doing it right and everything else and he was absolutely 
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wonderful.  And then we sat down and he’s still to this day writing tunes, 
he writes stories and everything else, Angus Lawrie. What a character he 
is.   
 
So from there on we started making bags for R.G. Hardie and then they 
went to the wall and before St Kilda took them over, so St Kilda took them 
over we decided just to start our own business, The Elite Bagpipes, and we 
ran that for about two to three years and we did make a profit out of it but 
my wife was just sick of seeing, she’s a vegetarian, she doesn’t like 
sheepskins, etc, and basically we just decided, right, enough is enough, she 
went to work in the schools and we just closed the business.   
 
Then as I was saying I’m over at Strathendrick Pipe Band and each 
individual player doesn’t want to pay about £260.00 a bag, so I started 
sourcing out an alternative sheepskin and fortunately enough it’s a place in 
Barrhead and I got friendly with the guy and for non-profit now I make the 
bags just to keep my hand in, you just never know if I ever get paid off in 
Babcock’s where I work, because I’m a welding instructor, I can always 
go back to it.  So in Strathendrick Band, they all play my bags.  When I 
was over at Lomond and Clyde some of the boys, most of the boys there 
play my bags as well, and the odd old student keeps coming back to me.  
I’ve got ones in Shotts, I’ve got ones in the Power and they’re all 
champing at the bit, “Can you make me a bag, Colin?”   
 
So I do it for all my friends and family and there are a lot of bands out 
there that want me to produce twenty bags, twenty-five bags for them but 
I’m not interested just now.  The reason being is I’m a great believer for 
every one bag that I can do I can put the love into it, I know when I’m 
doing the stitching every stitch that I’m putting into it is dead tight and 
everything, but if I mass produced them I would just be basically trying to 
churn them out as quick as possible and then the love in my opinion starts 
going with them.   
 
Colin Johnston, thank you very much for your contribution to the 
Noting the Tradition Project.  
 
Not a problem.  Thanks very much for having me.   
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