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Chapter 8

The Distins and brass band contests

I ntroduction

The innovative activities of the Distins were m@sbominent in connection with manufacturing
brass instruments, but | have also argued thahénfields of performance and publishing their
impact on a developing brass band culture was. vitais chapter examines the Distin influence on
brass band contesting which had its origins in betfing contests and choir competitions which
were a prominent feature of British life in the @li@enth century. The Distins had established
virtuoso performance standards which were recograseund the world virtually before brass band
contesting arrived and while band contests aréhbiy hature sporting events, the main incentive is
the striving for excellence in music performancéaking high performance standards established
by the Distins, and being rewarded for it in cotdgebecame the fulflment of ambition for many
amateur brass players and glowing reports fromevesis indicate that standards at these events
were high, compared with the expected performataedards of the day which were driven by

competition and the ambition to defeat the comioetit

The Burton Constable contest in 1845

A
!

Figue‘>92:r\l3urton Constable, near Hull
Source: Permission granted- Burton Constable Estate
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Enderby Jackson (1827-1903), a friend and colleafu¢enry Distin} gave a detailed account

of the first formal brass band contest held in A8¢5 at Burton Constable (see Appendix A) and
his vivid picture of the event includes and hightgythe Distin’s contribution to the success of the
event. Jackson’s report states that four of the fivesbraands taking part were playing saxhorns
which had been supplied by the Distin Company feittgy Jackson’s recommendatfort this time

the Distin Company was in a very early stage ofettgwment, and must have acted quickly to
import the saxhorns, advertise them, and deliverristruments and the musicians would also have
needed time to learn to play the new instrumenthdtheless, the Distin name is seen to be at the

forefront of an activity which became, accordingnany, ‘the life blood’ of banding.

The Belle Vue Contestsin Manchester in 1853 and 1855

By 1853 the number of brass bands in Britain hadeimsed considerably and competition between
neighbouring village bands was growing. Contestd hacome a popular musical, social and
sporting activity and on National Holiday Mondayepgfember B 1853 the first Belle Vue,
Manchester Brass Band Contest took place. The sipniich later became the British Open
Championships, was advertised as ‘A Grand Musiaait€st’, and 16,000 people attended. Eight
bands entered, one of which was the Mossley Temper&axhorn Band conducted by William
Taylor (as mentioned in chapter 6). The Distinsyiing supplied Mossley with a full set of
saxhorn$ had their future success as a saxhorn suppéiated when the band won the contest and

thus inspired other bands to begin the processmfersion to saxhornsThe performance has been

! See Appendix A for copies of correspondence benastin and Jackson.
Jackson, Enderby, ‘A Memorable Day at Burton CdristaMusical Opinion and Music Trade Review
(October 1896).
® Jackson, Enderby Biography Msc 1885.
4 Scott, JackTheEvolution of the Brass Band and its Repertoire arthNern EnglandThesis submitted to University
of Sheffield 1970).
® Russell, DavePopular Music in England 1840-1914 A social histvlanchester: Manchester University Press,
1987), p.218.
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described as a musical sensatidor which The Distin Company gained huge kudod, aro

doubt, many orders for instruments.

At this contest, each band was required to play ‘oma choice’ piece and also a set test
piece. This was the first occurrence of a set peste in band competitions, and it established a
formula and tradition which is still used in margntests today. For the 1855 occasion a new work
was written by Mr. James Melling, conductor of Btalybridge Band and while he was not known

for his composing, provided a piece cal@derture —-Orynthia.

Figure 93: James Alfred Melling
Source: Besses o' th' Barn Band web site

Unfortunately the work cannot be found but it kely to have been an arrangement, not an
original composition, and considering the popweoit opera music and its perceived artistic worth,
it was probably an extract from an opera. In saagcfor the piece | have discovered a possible

contender located in the opérhe Noble Outlavby Sir Henry Rowley Bishop (1786-1855). Bishop

® Taylor, Arthur,Brass Band¢Hertford: Granada Pub. Ltd., 1979), p.40.
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died in April 1855 (the same year as the compeifjfibence the use of his music may have been

considered an appropriate tribute. Bishop was anprent composer in the nineteenth century and
wrote a great deal of music in his position as MaisDirector at the Theatre Royal, Covent Garden
and later composer at Edinburgh University.

Reports show that Bishop’s second wife Anna RiviBishop, a famous cantatrice,
performed with the Distins on several occasions tsl provides a connection between Distin,

Bishop, his music, and the developing brass baneement.
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Figure 94: Song- The Pilgrim of Love
Source: British Library.

The Noble Outlawvas first performed on April"71815, and published in London 1817 by
Goulding D'Almaine. The second movement of the aper a Recitative and Romance called
Pilgrim of Loveand starts witlfOrynthia, My Beloved&nd while the title suggests that this is in fact

the test piece used at Belle Vue, the charactrenmusic would not be appropriate for a brass band
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contest, especially as the event was held outddoexor Herbert has extensively researched

into the history of the Cyfarthfa Band and buildimgon his research, | have located a set of band

parts to a piece callethe Pilgrim of Lovéoy Sir Henry Rowley Bishop, in the Cyfarthfa Muséam

band library.
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Figure 95: Trombone solo part to ‘Pilgrim of Love’
Source: The Cyfarthfa Museum

The manuscript part as shown above, is an arrangeaiehe vocal score, featuring the
trombone in the role of the tenor soloist but @& melody for trombone would not be suitable as
a band contest piece it is unlikely that this weessptiece used at Belle Vue in 1855.

A quick march called’he Pilgrim of Lovecomposed by Bishop but arranged anonymously,

has been located in the British Library.
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Figure 96: ¥ Clarinet part to the Quick March, ‘Pilgrim of Lovay Bishop
Source: British Library

The music is presented in march style (clarinet plaown above) and was published by H.
Potter and Co. 30, Charing Cross, London, in 1888y years after the Belle Vue contest. While
the character of this arrangemewmbuld be suitable for a contest and the same musicatghis
used, the scoring is for full wind band not bragadand so this version is not likely to be testpi
of 1855. Melling’sOrynthiais yet to be traced but nonetheless, there are stues regarding the

background of this piece and connections with treims.

The Zoological Gardens contest in Hull in 1856

After his experience at Burton Constable in 184%]dtby Jackson, a vitally important figure in the
history of nineteenth-century brass bands, orgdnine first brass band contest in the Zoological
Gardens, Hull on Monday June"™a856. For this event he compos¥drkshire Waltzés The
scoring ofYorkshire Waltzescludes an alto saxhorn in Ab and a tenor saxiwrmb and these
instruments were provided only by Distin and Sonisl 1851. There is also a strong possibility that

the company supplying saxhorns to the bands wdsta supply the other instruments required for

" Jackson, Enderby Biography Msc 1885.
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the test piece such as cornets, trombones, oplesleetc. Hence, the Distin connection with this

contest was also quite strong.
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Figure 97: The first page of a reconstructed stmMorkshire Waltzesomposed by Enderby Jackson in 1856
Source: Scott, JackheEvolution of the Brass Band and its Repertoire anthern England Thesis submitted to

University of Sheffield 1970).

Jackson’s mission statement was ‘The Propagafidviusic amongst the Working Classes’
and from his biography we learn more about the ¢paknd to this particular project: ‘I arranged to
hold my first Band Contest in the Zoological Garsiéfull on Monday, July 4 1856, and at once
issued my announcements to the Band instructomsst@tas 1855. | expressly composed, as a test
piece, a set of Waltzes with Introduction, etc. ansited the teachers in the various towns
explaining my new effects and how they were toruwtthe workmen; where to buy the best and
cheapest instruments and other detéilsicksorand Distin were colleagues and worked together on

several projects, and so it is highly likely tha tecommended Distin’s instruments to the bands.

8 John Enderby Jacksof,Biography Msc. 1885.
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However, Jackson’s biography is imprecise on thabmer of bands attending the competition

and according to newspaper reports from the evestty-one bands signed up, but only twelve
showed up and took parEach of the bands was required to play Jacksvorkshire Waltzeslus
one other ‘own choice’ work and the own choiceduded pieces well established in the brass
repertory by the Distin Family brass ensemble, sashthe Grand Selection fromucia di

Lammermooby Donizetti.

The Crystal Palace Contestsin 1860 -1863

......

Figure 98: The Crystal Pala
Source: Wikipedia
The Crystal Palace (pictured above) was originailijt for the Great Exhibition of the Industry of
All Nations of 1851 in Hyde Park, London and aftee exhibition the building was moved to
Sydenham in South London in 1854. The palace andatdens was a popular meeting place for

thousands of visitors every year, with a progranohentertainment events and a resident brass

band — for which instruments were supplied by Heistin'.

° Ibid.,
The Era,May 14" 1854.
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The earliest version of today's National Brass B&ithmpionships was held here,

organised by Enderby Jackson, and took place osdeyeluly 18) and Wednesday July $11860

and attracted audiences in their thousands. Thosdfay event was the first brass band contest ever
held in the south of England. Various newspapeontsgserve to illustrate the character of the gvent
and according td’he Era,Henry Distin assisted Enderby Jackson in the osgaioin®*

The first day was called the ‘Great National Cottasid was open to any ‘Amateur,
Yeomanry and Rifle Corps bands’, and the secondadesycalled the ‘Sydenham Amateur Contest’,
which was for all amateur bands that had not wpnze in excess of £20 in the previous year. The
reference to corps bands comes about because ofdhg amateur brass players enlisted in the
Rifle Volunteers. The contest attracted seventy-4hands for the first day, and ninety-eight for the
second, and there were eighteen judges including@dorge Loder (Distin’s brother in law) who
were listening throughout the two days. Followingreliminary round, the final winner wasBlack
Dyke Mills Band conducted by Samuel Longbottom ¥rlg Selection: Preciosdy Weber) and the
prize for the winning band included a champion oeiass in Eb, value 35 guineas, which was
made and presented by Henry Distin. For the sedaydeach band had to play two pieces, one of

their own-choice and an original piece compose&yerby JacksorGrand Prize Quadrille™

! The Era,September 7 1862.

2 The TimesWednesday July 111860, p.9.

13 Scott, JackTheEvolution of the Brass Band and its Repertoire arthNern EnglandThesis submitted to University
of Sheffield 1970).
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Figure 99:Grand Prize Quadrillcomposed and arranged by Enderby Jackson forfahe €rystal Palace Contests.
Source: Arnold Myers, Edinburgh University Collectiof Historic Musical Instruments

Despite Enderby Jackson’s ‘organizational briltief* things did not always go smoothly
and at the conclusion of the second day’'s compatitdackson disqualified a band for having
appeared in another contest outside the CrystakcParounds which had been set up in opposition
to Jackson's event. The band, however, chose twagiackson’s warnings not to appear and in
front of 40,000 people, Jackson told the band teaicoff'. All the competing bands were given
concessions on train tickets, but Jackson statedtktts band would have to pay their own way
home.

For a grand finale on both days, Jackson put @&l lbnds together for a massed band

concert; a massive undertaking requiring much asgdéional support. He structured a short, one

14 Newsome, RoyBrass Root§Aldershot: Ashgate, 1998), p.15.
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hour rehearsal and a concert where the band memieeesassembled together in ‘The Handel

Orchestra’ and performed the following programme:

* Rule Britannia -Arne
» Hallelujah Chorus -Handel
* Wedding March - Mendelssohn

» The Heavens are Telling - Haydn

* God Save the Queen
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Figure 100A Crystal Palace concert.
Source: Wikipedia
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Figure 101: Seating plan for the Crystal Palacesed®and concerts conducted by Enderby Jackson
Source: Web site- Internet Bandman’s Everythinghii{|BEW)

TheTimesreviewed the massed bands performance as follows:

The effect of the combined legions of 'blowers' wasnendous. The organ, which accompanied them, and
which on less exceptional occasions is apt to drewerything, was scarcely audible in the midsthef t
brazen tempest. Nothing less than the new ‘morgteg-drum’ manufactured by Mr. Henry Distin - to
wield the thunder of which required the united gEwf Messrs. Charles Thompson, of the Crystaa¢tal
Band, and Middleditch, of the London Rifle Brigadeould prevail against it. The pieces that pleathed
most (perhaps because the best executed) were Msole's ‘Wedding March’ and the National Anthem,
both of which were unanimously encored. The wha&dgymance was conducted with wonderful vigour and

precision by Mr. Enderby Jackson, of Hull.

The article above refers to Distin’s ‘monster-gairigm,’ also called the Great Leviathan
Drum. This instrument (shown in Chapter 6) had beede to a special order for the Handel
Festival held at the Crystal Palace in June 18%@ dong drum was, according Tthe Times

played by two musicians, Thompson and Middleditoht according toThe British Bandsman
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report of December 241904° Henry Distin, himself played the instrument whts helper

Middleditch.

The next year (July 34& 25" 1861) Enderby Jackson repeated his success ang/ Hen
Distin was involved again with the production bypswising a corps of side drums from the
Grenadier Guards to perform along with his mondtam in the final concert. Amongst the twenty
brass bands taking part this year was Distin’s Byge#s Band, a band which also functioned as an
army volunteer band, paid when required, by the eQu&ictoria's Rifles regiment. This
connection with the volunteer movement was probabWaluable resource for Henry Distin giving
opportunities for sales of instruments, financiamuneration for his employees and many other
benefits.While this initiative by Henry Distin to promoteshDistin’s Employees Brass Band may
have been to gain public attention for his compainfgiled, unfortunately, to make an impression
as a contesting outfit and so Distin, fearful ofking a negative impression on his company, made a
strategic decision not to plough valuable resouncisthis aspect of his music business and ceased
contesting. For him, economic motivation was stesnipan artistic or sporting endeavour and at
this time, being involved with professional perf@amees with his various brass groups, he
considered brass band contests to be the realmatkar musicians.

For the 1862 contest, Jackson used just one da$eptember and each contesting band was
required to play a selection from Meyerbed®gbert le Diable arranged expressly for the contest
by James Smyth(e) (1818 —1885). A selection froenstime opera, arranged by Meyerbeer himself,
was the first piece performed by the Distin Fanfdllowing its adoption of saxhorns in 1844.
James Smyth was an associate of the Distins, whisshed Smyth’s works and sold instruments to

his Royal Artillery Band.

6 The British Bandsmarmecember 24 1904.
" Manchester GuardianVednesday July 241861.
8 The lllustrated News of the WorldLine 15 1861.
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Meyerbeer:

ROBERT LE DIABLE.

SELECTION
Arranged for the National Bram Band Contest for 1802, by JAMES SMYTH, RA.
. Opdanke Maeslose - & i > 5 &
24 e s = P
0 [y, ok ¥z %,” = s
2. it = = =
» P P =T ]
= - - >
% == : '
7 S ¥, e [ | RS s g [ RS
A =
Sode o 7 LA 7 e
P
ar = S &
4
b > (Y] r 7 > A7 * IR
2 2 :
st Tl P, T o ’ 3
an = =
oL (= » iy 7 s P 1
Temar | =
£ S et # Ll P 2 | S | s
B : = %
7.3 sat |e0, £ & £ > A, M1 L i T4 e
Joto E e ==
£ ¢ I3 }E L | F P ¥ Pia
Bassi
b 7 P £ e » T

= R o = Z=+ i i '4|L
=1 _ﬁ_ 2 = Pl i ik ]

Figure 102: Part of the original score of the 188%stal Palace contest piece arranged by J. Smyth
Source: Arnold Myers, Edinburgh University Collectiof Historic Musical Instruments

The rules of the competition stated that a maxinoiraighteen musicians were allowed in
each band (percussion was not allowed) and so, 1@thvritten parts, there was scope for some
doubling of parts. The competing bands of 1862 weade up of various combinations of
instruments (no two bands used exactly the santeimentation) and Smyth’s arrangement would
have gone a long way towards establishing the atdightion of brass band instrumentation.
However, the exact instrumentation required ornidésl is not clear, and was possibly deliberately
ambiguous, knowing that each band would have aréifit combination of brass instruments.

Distin was, again involved with the organizationainassed bands concert to finish the
event, not only with his monster drum but also Imeating a special corps of regimental buglers

and drummers of her Majesty’s Foot Guards who veagaged to play the ‘calls’ and ‘solos’ in a
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piece calledrhe Rifle Galoy Henry Farmer and once again, Henry Distin presskone of his

circular contre basses to the winning b&hd.

THE RIFLE GALOP.

N.FARMER.

Ben banee BHuils

B e bembiy,

Iniroducilon,
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Figure 103: Extract from: The Rifle Galop by Hefigrmer
Source: British Library.

Enderby Jackson’s final Crystal Palace brass lbantest took place on #8uly 1863 when
the number of competing bands dwindled to twentgZ3m\gain, Henry Distin presented one of his
circular contre-basses to the wining Blandford Baand all the competing bands assembled for a
massed bands concert

Correspondence between Enderby Jackson and Hestiy Deveal a controversial incident

related to this contest, where Jackson was accbgeustave-Auguste Besson, owner of a

Y Daily News September 101862.
zo The TimesThursday September 11862. p.12.
Ybid.,
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instrument manufacturing firm, of accepting a fic@h bribe from Distin for unfairly

‘advancing the interest’ of the Distin company.

Mr. Enderby Jackson 9 Great Newport St
August 21st 1863

Dear Sir

We do not think it worth our while to notice theat®ments respecting our Firm, circulated in Mr.
Besson’s advertisements (altho’ they could be teadfuted) as we only consider them_as Pdifishis own
trade and easily seen through by any persons ofrmomsense.

But as Mr. Besson (thro’ us) has attacked youradtar as an honest man, in the management of the
Brass Band Contests that have taken place in diftgrarts of the Country; we think it due to yowgtee the
charges he has made the masjualifieddenial

We declare we have never (directly or indirectlydde you any present, in money or otherwise to
induce you to advance our interests, and the &wsditat you received a salary from our Firm is iffulv
falsehood

With respect to our connection with the Band Cststeall that we have done has been to present
Instruments to the successful Competitors.

Use this letter as you please, should you thimoitth while to notice these foolish assertions

and Believe us to remain
Yours truly
H. Distin and Co

The letter shows a strongly formed associationveen Distin and Jackson and Distin is
being supportive to Jackson against accusationg imadesson. Besson regarded the presenting of
awards and prizes by Distin to the competitors reethical, and suggested that Jackson was being
corrupted. Only five years later, Besson adoptedrdrary ethic, by sponsoring a brass band contest
himself% Today’s contests are, to a large degree, depeng®m sponsorship from instrument
manufacturers and so Distin’s innovative suppoithete National Brass Band Championships may

be viewed as having set a precedent.

2 Mitroulia, Eugeniaand Myers, Arnold, ‘The Distin Family as Instruméfékers and Dealers 1845-1878Ccottish
Music ReviewVol. 2, No 1 (2011).
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Conclusions

In the light of this evidence | have shown that Ehstins, through their position as leaders in bras
performance, brass instrument manufacturers anlispebs, were able to shape the development of
brass banding in the important sphere of contesBngss band competition was a significant part of
most bands’ calendars in the 1860s the Distin naaseat the forefront. The Distins had established
virtuoso standards of performance as brass plageyated a model for brass bands to emulate, built
a large instrument manufacturing company which dlsported instruments and music and
developed a publishing firm, all before band catiigs started. When contesting became an
important aspect of brass banding the Distins wargcally involved not just in the fields
mentioned above, but also as assistant organigemderby Jackson and even one of the judges was
a relation.

Two main events took pride of place, with the Distiame very much in evidence as a
seminal influence in both these events. First;Bale Vue contests in Manchester, which began in
1853 and still runs in 2011 as the British Open rGianships and second; the Crystal Palace
national contests (1860 — 1863), which became tagoNal Brass Band Championships and still
also runs to this day. The Distins, through thariaus strands of their activities, shaped and

developed the brass band medium leaving a legatysitirmly established today.
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