A few reflections on the Swarm Of Drones, mainly for those who could not attend. This Swarm was either the first or the tenth, depending on your perspective. In 1990 a few Northumbrian Small Pipers got together at Jane Jeffrey's home in Metchosin on Vancouver Island, and along with her brother Lance Robson and the few NSPipers that could be found, started the Canadian branch of The Northumbrian Musical Heritage Society. From that first meeting things grew, and by 1999 seminars were planed for Minnesota, Victoria, Oregon/Seattle, and SanFrancisco. The level of piping was rising at a steady rate with the help of pipers such as Dick Hensold and Gail Gibbard. Living on an Island has its drawbacks, and to draw more pipers and to make it easier for them to attend Jane passed the ball over to three of our mainland members, namely Alan Thrasher, Graham Johnson, and Rob MacDonald. Well they expanded the bellows blown concept and brought in Uilleann Pipes and Scottish Small Pipes as well, making it indeed, the first West Coast elbows driven swarm of drones ever. 


A swarm of drones, a gaggle of chanters, a conglomeration of the piping obsessive, and a few wild and woolly heland laddies thrown in to add flavor - a great time was had by all. I think the momentum from the energy generated on the weekend will continue to flow like a river, swell its banks and flood the minds of the masses. No, I think it will be more of a Renaissance than a Revolution. The Renaissance has been going on for a few years now, and each and every energy surge the likes of which I observed at “A Swarm of Drones”, will help elevate Pipes and piping to its deserved height. 


Thanks to Dr. Thrasher, it was hosted by the UBC music department, which was an ideal location both acoustically and environmentally. The fine talks on the history of pipes and their music from Dr. Alan Thrasher, and Dick Hensold, gave stimulation for the mind, and I am sure David Daye¹s talk and demonstration of his Penny Chanter will show tangible results in the not to far future. As I have heard it said,  "Not everybody has a lathe", and I know there are people out there that cannot afford a set of pipes, yet are keen to learn. 


I was to give a demonstration on pipe maintenance but as it turned out I spent that time setting reeds to chanters and doing a few repairs on drones and bellows. I discovered that most of the pipers had their pipes in fairly good repair. I did however give a demonstration in reed making and I will use the experience in the future if I am ever again asked. My main aim was to encourage pipers to make their own reeds, and in hindsight it might have been better to concentrate on the fine adjustments that make a hard squawking reed into a singing friend. I took the reed only to the squawking stage, hardly a place to stop. Time was a critical factor. In the future it might be better to have either a longer workshop or two separate workshops. 
I got the impression that most of those in attendance were musicians first and foremost and not as inclined to spend as much time in the basement tinkering with the mechanics of sound as I do. This is a generalization, for I met some fine craftsmen as well. Robin Beck was one, who flew out from Scotland to show his 21st century high tech, low maintenance pipes, a set of aluminum Scottish small pipes. As well, Michael Korchonnoff who has worked as an organ builder and built the guitar he played at the concert so superbly. In a word, it was art, and its sound was incredible.


Robin Beck, by the way was one of the wild and woolly. After getting acquainted with each other on the Friday night, with the help of the wine that was donated by a local winery, Robin with his great highland pipes blasting lead us all from the tranquil Asian Studies building to the Residence building, where wild and woolly sessions transpired. The Great Highland Pipes are great for marching but they hardly are a balance in acoustical force with the UILL, NSP or a SSP. To most of our liking they were put to rest during the session. On the third floor, the less wild pipers congregated to sip tea and blow some tunes, while on the main floor all hell broke loose. I won't say who was on the third floor but what ever turns you on is OK by me, even if it is tea. 


On the Saturday we had some great talks on pipes and piping from those who have taken the time and interest in studying the subjects in depth and who proved to be very capable in presenting some of their knowledge to the rest of us in an illuminating and entertaining way.
The concert was in the evening. I was not expecting to get blown away but blown away is what happened to the entire audience. Three pipers were featured, Alan Walters on Scottish smallpipes, Phil White on uilleann pipes, and Dick Hensold on Northumbrian smallpipes and Swedish pipes. Alan’s playing was faultless, he played fast tunes, slow tunes, in fact a good selection of the Scottish smallpipes repertoire, and then he played something few have heard before, even few pipers I venture to guess: the classical pibroch that is usually played on the GHP. To those who have never heard pibroch it might be like a westerner hearing Chinese opera for the first time. It was wonderful.


Phil White on uilleann pipes was the next piper. He started with a beautiful slow air before dazzling the audience with his speed and daring, and again everyone was blown away. He used all the tricks and more that a good uilleann piper uses and his entire performance was charged with emotion making the music seem magic and so Irish.


The third piper to play was Dick Hensold. I have heard Dick play before, so I knew he was good, but that night he was more than good, he was amazingly good, and the crowd loved it. After playing his F and his D Northumbrian pipes he picked up his Swedish pipes and blew up a storm, that went over very well indeed. 


Three great pipers in a row and each one an artist in his chosen craft - what could be better? Well what came next was the coup de gras. You have no doubt heard of “The Three Tenors”, and you probably heard of “The Three Divas”, well to that list please add “The Three Pipers”. Yes all three playing together, and in the same key, Alan and Dick plugging in their D chanters to go with Phil¹s already D set. The melody moved to harmony and the harmony developed rhythm and the audience was moved to wild applause. It was a fantastic conclusion to a fantastic concert.


Apart from all the wonderful things going on as scheduled, other things were happening, more subtle yet just as important. For instance Jack Mellis, a Scottish smallpiper, asked me if I could help him with a set of pipes he had made from instruction off the net by “an Eric Reiswig”. When I told him Eric was not only at the seminar but standing next to him, his eyes told me his weekend was very worthwhile. This is one example of the kind of sharing that went on, and I am sure all those in attendance shared with others and came away the better for it, and the great cause of piping will be better for it.

All the best,
Rob Moore. 






