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Alfred Edwin Brain Jnr (1885-1966)
Prince of Horn Players

The Forgotten British Horn Virtuoso
Part i

by Leighton Jones

Brain Family Photographs

Letitia and A.E.Brain Snr

A. E. Brain Snr with Aubrey on his right and Alfred on his left

The Brain family home.
1, Orimston Road.
Shepherds Bush

The Brain family at the their home in London

Alf on his 21st Birthday
Alfred Edwin Brain Jnr (1885-1966)

Of Alf’s birth we have the following information from the
Certified copy for an entry of Birth:

Registration District St. George’s Hanover Square.

Birth: Sub-district of Belgravia, the County of Middlesex.

24 October 1885. 174 Wellington Buildings.
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@ A. E. Brain Jnr

Name : Alfred Edwin Brain

Name and Surname of Father: Alfred Edwin Brain

Name and Surname of Mother: Letitia Brain, formerly
Fearne.

Occupation of Father: Musician, Scots Guards.

Signature, description and residence of informant.

A E.Brain, father, 174 Wellington Buildings, Pimlico.

Registered 6 November 1885.

Signature of Registrar: F. H. Doggett, registrar

The eldest son, Alfred Edwin Brain, was born on 24th Oc-
tober, 1885. Alfred began his musical training on the trumpet
at the age of six (about 1891) and must have gained a lot of in-
spiration from the virtuosic playing of his older sister, Helena,
who became celebrated as a performer on the long F trumpet.
She went on a concert tour in 1905 to South Africa. At the age
of twelve, Alfred changed from trumpet to horn. According
to Alf’s recollection much later in life, he stayed for a short
while with his sister, Rebecca, in Amsterdam while she played
the double bass in the Concertgebouw Orchestra. We are not
certain of the dates regarding his stay in Amsterdam; maybe
it was in his early years, either prior to the Royal Academy or
during his training there.

According to his passport (issued by the Foreign Office in
1922) Alf’s height was 5 feet, 6 and three quarter inches. Colour
of eyes, blue. He commenced his training at the Academy in
February 1901 and left in midsummer 1904. The information
given to Stephen Pettitt (biographer of Dennis Brain) on April
23th 1974 by the then librarian at the RAM on Alf was: home
address 1 Ormiston Road, Shepherds Bush, London, W12, born
9 June 1901 (father Alfred Edwin Brain, at the same address).
Principal study — horn: Borsdorf, Brain. Second study — piano:
R. Robertson Moreton, Miss Frost, Mossop, G.D. Cunningham,
and harmony with McEwen.! In 1923, Alfred Brain junior gave
the following brief information about his early years and train-
ing at the Academy in a newspaper article:

I was born in London and, like most youngsters,
went through common school and what is our equiva-
lent to your American High School and then topped
off with four years in the Royal Academy of Music,
London, and was fortunate enough to graduate from
that Institution with a bronze medal, a silver medal,
and a certificate of merit to show for my labours.

The bronze medeal engraved with the name Alfred Brain

The “certificate of merit” he mentions wasn’t for horn but
for piano. In G. D. Cunningham, he must have met with a sen-
sitive teacher as well as an accomplished pianist and organist.
Interestingly, Cunningham was later to teach Alfred’s nephew,
Dennis, at the Academy from 1936-1939.

Early Career in Glasgow with
the Scottish Orchestra

Alf’s first big “break” as a horn-player was with the Scot-
tish Orchestra in Glasgow. He later recalled with fondness:
“My first engagement of any magnitude was with the Scottish
Orchestra of Glasgow. I played horn for that organization for
four years under Sir Frederick Cowe.”

Stephen Pettitt writes, “The reason so many went to the
Scottish orchestra was because it was one of the only regular
orchestras. It met yearly for a three-month spell and all great
conductors went there — Arbendroth, etc.”? Attracting players
of Alfred’s caliber cannot have been too difficult with such an
impressive roster of conductors and with such excellent terms
of employment. Information on Alfred’s period with the Scot-
tish Orchestra must be gleaned from newspapers and concert
programmes.

The Scottish National Orchestral Society archives gives the
following information on Alfred, kindly supplied to Pettitt by
Roger F Witts, the Press Officer of the orchestra in 1971.3

The orchestra in those days was the Scottish Or-
chestra founded in 1891 in Glasgow, a seasonal body of
eighty performers. (Pettitt adds — the first concert was
in 1893 conducted by George Henshcel. The leader
was Maurice Sons)*

In the 1904-05 season A. E. Brain Jnr (19 years of age) is
listed as third horn. In the 1905-06 season, A. E. Brain is listed
as principal horn, which he retained for the seasons 1906-07.
On 17th February 1906, he performed as soloist with the princi-
pal oboe, clarinet, and bassoon in Mozart’s Sinfonia Concertante,
K.297b. In the 1907-08 season A. E. Brain is listed as princi-
pal horn. On 4th February 1908 he performed as soloist the
Romance and Finale from Mozart’s Concerto in E-flat Major,
K447. There was no biographical note for artists in those days
and, since this performance was not mentioned in the Season’s
prospectus, I think it is reasonable to assume that it was ar-
ranged for some special purpose; e.g., to mark Alf’s departure
from the orchestra. There is no mention of him in any other
season.

The horn
sections of the
orchestra dur-
ing Alf’s time
there  were:
1903 - H. G.
Hambleton, F.
Salkeld, E. Evett
(?), and O. De-
icher. 1904-08
—A. E. Brain. R.
Spence. R. Meet
(or Meest), O.
Deicher.
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From these
archives, we may
deduce that op-
portunities for
appearing as
a soloist in the
Scottish Orches-
tra were very
few and this was
by no means un-
usual for orches-
tras in Britain or,
indeed, anywhere

in the world. The horn, although
much appreciated as an orchestral
instrument, was not in great de-
mand as a solo instrument. Despite
his “residency” in Scotland, Alf was
sometimes asked to come back to
London to play, as he did on April
27th 1907, to perform the “Quon-
iam” from Bach’s B Minor Mass at
the Alexandra palace.

During his time in Scotland,
at the age of 22, Alf married Ger-
trude Levi, the daughter of a Rabbi
in Fulham, London on September
26th 1907.

Alf’s legendary coolness
under pressure was tested at an
early age when playing with the

Scottish Orchestra. Irving Rosenthal recalls the incident in Of
Brass and Brain:

On one lamentable occasion the programme con-
sisted of the Ninth Symphony of Beethoven. To make
room for the chorus, the members of the orchestra
were somewhat squeezed together. The timpanist
placed directly above and behind Brain suddenly
became violently ill and in the middle of the perfor-
mance uncontrollably spewed all — directly upon the
back, shoulders, and head of Alfred. However with
characteristic self-control nothing could deter him
from playing his part in the best Brain tradition but,
as he recalled, it was one of the most trying times of
his career.®

Alf Brain Returns to London

Returning to London in 1908, Alf played first horn for the
Queen’s Hall Orchestra and with the Royal Philharmonic So-
ciety, which preceded the now Royal Philharmonic Orchestra.
He described his experience their:

This orchestra has only guest conductors but
they have the greatest of them as the names of Ni-
kisch, Richter, Savonoff, Mengelberg, Weingartner,
Steinbach, Sir Thomas Beecham, Sir Henry Wood, Sir
Landon Ronald, Hamilton Harty and Albert Coates
will amply bear me out.

G

On 28 November 1908, Alf, together with Frederick Salkeld
(who he had taken as his second horn from the Scottish Orches-
tra to the Queen’s Hall Orchestra) gave the first London perfor-
mance of Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No. 1 in F Major.

Alf’s career in London’s top orchestras was soon re-estab-
lished. He took part in some premiere performances of new
compositions (not all of them he approved of) while he was
in the Queen’s Hall Orchestra. There were also some ground-
breaking performances of not so recent works that were very
demanding and difficult to play, such as Schumann’s Konzert-
stiick in F, Op.86 for four horns. A work bristling with diffi-
culties, it requires a seamless blending of notes and precision
timing. The effect is life affirming — a rejoicing sound from all
four players. Alf Jnr, Alf Snr, Oscar Borsdorf, and G. W. Smith
gave the first United Kingdom public performance of this dif-
ficult and lovely piece at a promenade concert on Friday 8th
October 1909. Sir Henry Wood did not forget to mention this
important performance in his autobiographical recollections,
My Life In Music (1938, p. 311).

A. E. Brain Jnr

We produced a work for four solo horns for the
first time in England. This was a very difficult Konzert-
stiick by Schumann (Op.86). The soloists — all our own
men — were A. E. Brain, Brain Senior, Oskar Borsdorf
and G. W. Smith. This work was written in one of
Schumann’s most prolific years (1849) and is not heard
nearly enough. It was a favourite with Schumann him-
self and is contemporary with Manfred. It certainly
does require four fine and even horn-players: but these
we had in 1909.°

In the same concert, Alfred Brain Jnr also played the horn
part in the first performance of Walford Davies’s Songs of Na-
ture for treble voices, piano, flute, horn, and strings, in seven
movements. (Sir Henry Wood, 1938, p. 311) Reginald Morley-
Pegge, who recalled this concert, gave the following observa-
tion about the Konzertstiick:

(In one instance in the first movement) The second
horn part being higher than the first is normally
played by the third horn so it would have fallen to
the lot of Oscar Borsdorf, eldest son of Adolf Borsdorf
who was then 1st in the LSO and who trained Alfred
and Aubrey Brain and many other fine horn players...
They made a fine quartet, more or less on a par with
the LSO’s own “God’s Own Quartet” (A. E. Borsdorf,
H. van der Meerschen, Thomas Busby, and A. E. Brain
senior).”

This quartet was originally with Henry Wood in the
Queen’s Hall Orchestra, but broke away to found the LSO (in
1904); this was because Wood banned the use of deputies in
the Queen’s Hall Orchestra. The four original breakaway play-
ers who set up the London Symphony Orchestra were, Adolf
Borsdorf, Thomas Busby, Henrick van der Meerschen — horns,
and John Solomon - trumpet. A. E. Brain Snr, along with some
others from the orchestra, moved as well to become founder
members of the LSO.

It is interesting to note, that whilst Sir Henry named his
quartet, Reginald Morley-Pegge gave the name of the perform-
ing players as Alf Jnr, Fred Salkeld (Alf’s normal second horn)
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@ A. E. Brain Jnr

O. Borsdorf, and G. W. Smith. Alf Snr was not there accord-
ing to Pegge because he had left the Queen’s Orchestra for the
LSO. Sadly Fred Salkeld was killed in a motorcycling accident
in 1931, whilst on holiday in Wales with his wife.

It is interesting to recall here what Alf’s nephew (Leonard
Brain, the distinguished oboist and Cor Anglaise player) said
about his uncle on Alf’s return to London:

In some concerts the whole horn section was
‘Brains’ Alf (1st) Arthur (2nd) Aubrey (3rd) Papa Brain
(4th). When, as mentioned earlier, Arthur left to be-
come a policeman, the other three Brains, when seen
by the other members of the orchestras were described
as ‘the father the son and the Holy Ghost.” The Holy
Ghost being Alf.8

“LSO No Deputies Row.” It is worth here explaining a
bit about the LSO and the deputie’s row. Approximately 1900
musicians lived on what they could earn from theatres, restau-
rants, and music halls. Symphonic work took first place artisti-
cally but second place financially. If you were a member of the
Queen’s Hall Orchestra (QHO) you did not have a very secure
living, as the concerts could conflict with other work going
on. The deputy system was introduced — a player could send
someone to deputize for him in a concert and sometimes to
various rehearsals. On some occasions a conductor could have
a horn section playing in the concert that was totally different
form the section that appeared in the rehearsals. In 1903,Sir
Henry Wood made an offer to his players of £100 per year pro-
vided that he had first call on his players and no deputies were
to be used.

About two years after his return to London, Alf and his
wife, accepted a lodger, Frank Probyn, who was in London to
enroll at the Royal College of Music. What Probyn related to
Stephen Pettitt, concerns the years 1910 to 1914.°

At Alf’s invitation, he went to an address at Shepherd’s
Bush but found the house deserted. Alf had not remembered to
send a message to Probyn that he was about to move to Third
Avenue, Acton. Eventually Probyn found the new address in
Acton with half-opened packing cases all over the place. Alf
went out and, when he returned, he soon got into a heated
row with his wife. Alf insisted that Probyn have a meal and a
bed made ready. Probyn didn’t recall the daughter, Olga Brain,
who was born a year or so later —in 1911. As in his later years in
Los Angeles, Alf demonstrated his willingness to help a young
horn player just starting out.

Alf gave Probyn opportunities to gain horn playing expe-
rience while he was a student at the R.C.M. Probyn benefited
from being used as Alf’s deputy in the Shaftesbury Theatre
Orchestra, conducted by Arthur Wood — Alf was their regu-
lar first horn. On the first occasion that Alf sent Probyn to the
Shaftesbury, the other players banned him from performing.
On the second occasion, however, Arthur Wood had sorted
out the problem and Probyn was allowed to play thereafter as
Alf’s permanent deputy. Perhaps it was a mutually beneficial
arrangement, for while Probyn was filling engagements with
Alf’s orchestras, Alf was enjoying some leisure — playing poker,
for example, through the night at the Musicians Association.

One day, Alf was booked for two jobs — one at Waterloo
in the morning and another at Winchester Cathedral in the

afternoon/evening. Instead of going himself, he sent Probyn
and took the day off. Word of this got to his father, A. E. Brain
Snr, who sought out his son and gave him a severe reprimand:
“What the bloody hell did you mean by sending the young-
ster to Winchester?” Following this incident, A. E. Snr advised
Probyn not to stay with Alf any longer.

Probyn appears not to have been entirely grateful to Alf
for all the opportunities that came to him through Alf’s kind-
ness. Probyn described Alf’s manner as “very coarse.” He was
a great womaniser, he said. Probyn also found Alf’s wife “very
coarse and fat” and, moreover, of “doubtful reputation.” She
had been “a Tiller girl.” [chorus line dancer] So what? Perhaps
Probyn’s provincial background had not prepared him for the
culture shock of living in London. Probyn seems to complain
about everyone; he was very dismissive of Aubrey, stating he
was not respected!

Alf’s marriage to the “Tiller girl” was not a happy one, as
Probyn witnessed on the day he became their lodger. Around
1914 Alf left his wife and moved to Gutteridge’s pub at Elstree,
which was run by a friendly couple. His wife followed him
wherever he went but he made every effort to lose her. On one
occasion, she caught up with him and Frank Probyn at the Spa
Orchestra, Bridlington.

Another horn-player (an amateur/professional) Handel
Knott, recalled Alfred Jnr from the very early days in Lon-
don:

I started to play the horn about 1905 when I was
seventeen and I think it was after that time when Al-
fred came from being principal horn in the Scottish Or-
chestra to take up a similar position in Henry Wood’s
Queen’s Hall Orchestra for the promenade concerts.
I know I went to Queen’s Hall to hear him play the
Strauss Horn Concerto No. 1 and it was a revelation.
Horn concertos played in public in those days were
hardly known. His magnificent playing thrilled ev-
eryone and the Brain supremacy in horn playing was
established. He also played 1st horn in Schumann’s
Konzertstiick for four horns and orchestra, a truly re-
markable achievement on the horns then in use. When
playing quietly he produced the wonderful true
French horn tone with a floating kind of sound that
seemed to come from nowhere. In playing at various
concerts with Alfred, I always got this same impres-
sion of his tone. His technique also was very fine, a
much more difficult task on the piston narrow-bore
horn of those days.!

Clearly, Alf’s performance of Strauss in concertos or or-
chestral work was legendary. This is confirmed by his early
recordings with Albert Coates and others, in the acoustic era
of the gramophone. In spite of the limitations of the record-
ing technology, his vivacity of style and beauty of tone can be
heard. In the Queen’s Hall Orchestra, Alfred gained a reputa-
tion as one of the more outspoken members of the orchestra. If
he didn’t like a piece of music, he wasn’t shy about telling the
conductor exactly what he thought! One example is told by Sir
Henry Wood, in his autobiography, My Life And Music (Victor
Gollancz, 1938, p. 380):
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Nowadays we regard Bela Bartok as one of the
leading forces in the development of modern music,
but his works were unknown in England until 1914.
On September 1, we played his Suite for Orchestra for
the first time. This very original Hungarian compos-
er’s idiom was somewhat strange and brought forth a
protest from one or two members of the orchestra...I
recall with amusement that A. E. Brain — brother of Au-
brey Brain, our present leader of the horns — stood up
and “went for” me. “Surely you can find better novel-
ties than this kind of stuff?” he said indignantly. I saw
there was a call for a little tact. “You must remember,” 1
said, “that  must interpret all schools of music — much
that I do not really care for — but I never want my feel-
ings to reflect upon the orchestra. You never know,
but I am of opinion this man will take a prominent
position one day. It may take him years to establish
it, but his originality and idiom mark his music as the
type of novelty our public ought to hear.” This calmed
Brain and, moreover, I have the satisfaction of seeing
my prediction fulfilled."

The Brain Family — Winchester, 15th July 1920
The Queen’s Hall Orchestra

From the above photograph, I have tried to “zoom in” on
the horn section below, sitting in the old English way, from
right to left in the photograph — fourth to first. Go up from the
gap next to the podium between two violinists, three rows to

A. E. Brain Jnr

the gent with a moustache. This
is the fourth horn.

Fourth horn: Alfred Edwin
Brain Snr; third horn: Aubrey
Brain; second horn: Fred Salkeld,
first horn: Alfred Edwin Brain Jnr.

It is worth noting here the

history of “The Queen’s Hall.”
It was to be founded in Langham Place London. Sir Henry
Wood was appointed as assistant chorus master to the conduc-
tor Felix Mott for a series of Wagner concerts to be held at the
newly built Queen’s Hall. The manager of the hall was Robert
Newman who proposed to run a ten-week season of prom-
enade concerts and who, being impressed by Wood, asked him
to conduct the orchestra.

There had been such concerts held in London since 1938
and Arthur Sullivan’s concerts in the 1870s had been particu-
larly successful, because he had offered his audiences some-
thing more than the usual light music. Newman aimed to copy
Sullivan and stated “I am going to run nightly concerts and
train the public by easy stages. Popular at first, gradually ris-
ing the standard until I have created a public for classical and
modern music”*?

In order to make the concerts more attractive to all Lon-
doners, Newman charged prices that were cheaper than those
found in normal concert halls. The promenade (where the
public stood) was one shilling; the balcony two shillings; and
the grand circle (reserved seats) were three and five shillings.
In today’s currency this would equate to £3.85 ($6.30), £7.70
($12.59), £11.55 ($18.89), and £19.25 ($31.48). “The Proms” had
started.

Newman needed financial backing for his first season, and
the first sponsor was the very wealthy Ear, Nose, and Throat
Consultant Specialist, Dr. George Cathcart. He would sponsor
the concerts on two conditions: First, Sir Henry had to con-
duct all the concerts; second, the Queen’s Hall Orchestra had
to adopt the “diapason normal” pitch. This was because he had
treated singers with throat problems as the result of singing at
the then higher pitch used in London. At that time the pitch
in London was A 452.4 Hz at 60F, and with the Queen’s Hall
Orchestra the pitch became A455.5 in a heated hall. Basically
the pitch in London was a full semitone higher than that used
on the Continent.

Due to his background in voice training, Wood agreed. The
members of the brass and woodwind section of the orchestra
were unwilling to buy new low-pitched instruments, so Cath-
cart imported a set from Belgium and lent them to the players.
After a season the players recognized that the new low pitch
would be permanently adopted, and they bought their instru-
ments from him.

For the first concert Sir Henry opened with, what some
critics called “blatant trivialities,” but within a few days he had
introduced works such as Schubert’s Unfinished, the Great C
Major, etc.

In the Radio Times of September 30th, 1930, we have a sec-
tion on “Henry Wood looks back” in which the great man gave
the following information:
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When I look round my orchestra at the end of this
fourteenth season of Promenade Concerts, I feel like
the father of a very big family, it is, I believe, a very
happy family too. If it were not for our work together
and especially everyday contact of the eight weeks
Promenade season would be unbearable. Wasn’t it
George Formby who used to say, “relations are worst
then friends?” Of all the silly ideas that exist concern-
ing a conductor’s job the silliest is that beloved of the
writer of romantic fiction. To her (yes, usually her)
the conductor plays magically on his instrument as
though they formed an organist’s keyboard. A pretty
picture but obviously complete nonsense."

We have our fun together, though it may be some
of the things that amuse us do not seem so amusing
to other people. That is something the fate of family
jokes. Anyway we find it funny when we are rehears-
ing Ravel’s Bolero in which you will remember each in-
strument in turn has an elaborate solo to play, to treat
the whole thing as a competition festival. As each man
completed his solo, the man who was to follow him
treated his efforts with the utmost scorn, as much as to
say, “What a rotten show, I'll show you in a minute.”
Then all joined in a shuffling of feet, which is the or-
chestra’s traditional manner of registering its displea-
sure. Occasionally there are little rows in the orchestra.
It was after a rehearsal of a piece by a now world fa-
mous composer, that that great horn player, Alfred
Brain (brother of Aubrey Brain) wrote to tell me, with-
out reservation, precisely what he and his colleagues
thought of the music they had just been playing. And
I shall not readily forget the look on the face of that
magnificent flautist Albert Fransella when he told us
exactly what would happen if we dared reengage a
certain woman flautist who had just played a solo.!*

Alf then became a member of the London Chamber Musi-
cians, and took part in two concerts promoted by “Leighton
House Chamber Concerts” at Leighton House, West Kensing-
ton. London. In the first concert on March 24th 1909, they per-
formed the Octet by Hugo Kahn, and in the second concert
on the 30th, they played the nonets of Spohr and Sir Charles
Stanford.

On 30th October 1911, Olga, Alf’s daughter was born.

Due to his huge natural talent, within the short space of ten
years Alf had become the foremost and most sought after horn
player in London. When Borsdorf (Alf’s teacher) had to retire
in 1913 due to illness, Alf became the first horn of the Royal
Philharmonic Society, and Thomas Busby became first horn of
the LSO.

World War | and its Aftermath

The outbreak of the First World War in 1914, which made
such a violent intrusion into everybody’s lives, also interrupted
Alf’s career as one of London’s foremost horn-players, and he
saw active and dangerous service with the Scots Guards.

Aubrey joined the Welsh Guards, 24th February 1916; he
remained with them until August 1920 playing the horn in

the band and saw no active service (Stephen Pettitt — Dennis
Brain).’®

At this time Alf considered a change of career — as a tenor
- encouraged by Sir Thomas Beecham, as Alf here relates to a
Los Angeles newspaper, explaining that this was dashed by the
outbreak of hostilities:

No, I don’t play any other instruments for the horn
is my first and only love instrumentally and has been
so for some twenty-two years, though come to think
about it, if it hadn’t have been for the Great War, this
might not have been so, for just prior to the outbreak of
hostilities, Sir Thomas Beecham had about persuaded
me to devote all of my efforts to bringing out the la-
tent possibilities of my voice. The War brushed that
ambition aside for, of course, I went in with the out-
break of hostilities and stayed for the end of the show
- including four months with the Army of Occupa-
tion. I don’t think I will readily forget the tremendous
crashes of sound or the deep diapason of the siege ar-
tillery with which I served four years, one year and
eight months of which was in active service in France,
until some shrapnel played havoc with my right hand
and I thought for a while that my playing days were
over. But I came around alright and they transferred
me when the show was over to the Coastguard Band
and, once more, I was following the peaceful vocation
of blowing the horn in Cologne till my welcome dis-
charge came along and permitted me to resume my
activities in London once more.®

Alf’s service record (service number 16810) confirms some
of the above information and gives further details of dates of
service and his military honours. His rank was that of a Private
when he enlisted on 30 November 1915. He was on reserve
until 23 August 1916, so presumably he was able to take part in
what musical engagements were available in the meantime. He
was transferred to the Scots Guards on 22nd May 1917 and was
trained in communications. He was sent to the French Front in
May 1917 where he spent over a year in the hazardous work
of stringing up the vital telephone cable links between battle
stations. He was hit by shrapnel in 1918 and, at one stage, it
was thought he would lose the use of his right hand. Happily
he made a complete recovery and on 19th November 1918 he
was sent to the Army of Occupation in Cologne with the Coast-
guard Band, where he played the horn. He was discharged on
6 May 1919, as he was considered no longer fit for War service
due to the injuries he had sustained.

Apparently, during his time in the trenches, Alf used to
keep his lip in shape by playing on an old Bugle (related by
Jack Cave). This is where he also learned to cook, a talent that
would be of use to him later in life. Like many servicemen who
served in that theatre of war, he was issued the British War
Medal and Victory Medal.

On his return to London following the War, Beecham hired
Alf to play first horn in the Orchestra of the Opera House, Cov-
ent Garden. Jack Cave recalls Alf telling him, during that pe-
riod, there were not many good English horn players. Indeed,
there used to be a sign outside the “Garden” stating, “Horn
opening, English need not apply.”"
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Beecham was so pleased that Alf was back in London that
he put him to work immediately giving Alf no time to “get his
lip in shape.” Following the performance of Aida, Alf said his
lips were like cardboard, and he could not blow a thing for
a few days, but, blessed with a very strong embouchure, he
quickly recovered.

An interesting story is told about Alf when he was in Cov-
ent Garden. They were doing Siegfried and Alf was playing the
off stage Call. Just a short while before the Call, someone no-
ticed that Alf was nowhere to be seen. Panic set in, and some-
one casually said, “he’s in the Nag’s Head” (a pub just outside
the stage door of the opera house). Someone dashed over to the
Nags Head, called Alf, and off he went to play the Call! This
was noted and every night that Siegfried was on for that run,
someone would go to the “Nag” shout out, “Alf when you're
ready,” and off he’d go to play, and then back to the bar for
another libation. He was always that cool of temperament.'®

Interestingly, many years later, around the mid 80’s Vin-
cent DeRosa and Jack Cave and their wives took a holiday in
London. When in town they wanted to visit the Paxman Horn
factory, which was then situated in Long Acre, Covent Garden.
There, they met some horn players and asked them for direc-
tions to the “Nags Head,” as they had recalled the pub from
Alf’s story. They wanted to make a pilgrimage to have a “Brit-
ish beer” and toast their great friend in one of his haunts."

Alexander Penn remembered Alf Brain Jnr as a “fine
player” and particularly of works by Richard Strauss, whose
works (Penn said) he interpreted with “great sense of humour.”
Penn recalled a concert in Queen’s Hall (LSO), which included
Wagner’s Siegfried Idyll. Aubrey Brain was playing first horn
and Penn, second. Alf played a prank on them: creeping round
behind the orchestra, he “hid behind the organ pipes, and tried
to put them off. Aubrey was not amused.”

Penn confirmed what is stated from other sources that Alf
and his first wife didn’t get on. Penn recalled, “She was house-
proud, he wasn’t; he used to delight in finding patches of dust
in which he could write his name.” Although Alf had confided
in Penn about the letter he received from Walter Damrosch,
offering the principal post in the New York Symphony, Penn
heard nothing further from him after he emigrated and did not
hear about his death in 1966.

Alf’s reputation as one of Britain’s foremost principal horn
players was assured through his concert performances as a so-
loist as well as an orchestral player, but early recordings also
played an important part in spreading his reputation further
afield than the shores of the British Isles. It is worth mention-
ing here what Vincent DeRosa recalled from a story told by
Sir John Barbirolli: when Alf was very young and playing first
horn in one of the orchestras in London (Papa had moved to
4th, Aubrey on 3rd), the conductor began getting a bit aggres-
sive with him. Up jumped Papa Brain to his defence and said,
“Sir, you can be replaced, but my son can’t!!” Sir John was sit-
ting in the last desk of the cellos at the time!

Alf then went on to form the London Wind Quintette with
the virtuoso oboe player Leon Goossens. HMV and Edison Bell
produced many recordings, mostly orchestral, which feature
Alf in the orchestra or as a soloist in chamber music. Regret-
tably, he did not record any works for horn and piano or violin,
horn, and piano. It is interesting to note that during his time in
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London Alf never played the Brahms Horn Trio. When asked
about this years later, he simply answered, “I couldn’t play
quietly enough then.” Of course, this contradicts reports of his
beautiful soft playing that appeard from no where.

Many years later, two years before he retired, he recorded
a precious handful of works that include the lively, jocular, and
beautifully played Choros No. 4 for three horns and trombone
by Villa Lobos. Some in the horn profession regard this as the
best recording that Alf made but he also made the first gramo-
phone recording of Haydn'’s Second Concerto in 1950.

Apart from these precious works in the chamber and solo
repertoire, it is still possible to hear his exceptional flexibility
of sound and beauty of tone on a host of early pre-electrical re-
cordings made for Edison Bell and HMV. He also participated
in some of the first recordings that were made of wind music
arrangements or excerpts by Bizet, Scarlatti, Pierne, Haydn,
Barthe, and others. His discography is included in the first sec-
tion of Appendix A at the end of this series of articles. Here are
three of them as listed in Dennis Brain — A Biography by Steven
Pettit.?

A. E. Brain Jnr

Edison Bell Records — The London Wind Quintet:
R. Murchie (flute), Leon Goossens (oboe), Haydn
Draper (clarinet), W. James (bassoon), Alfred
Brain (horn)

e EB 515. Andante & Allegro (Scarlatti), and Pastorale
(Pierne), recorded 1922.

e EB 519. “Kermesse Scene” Faust (Gounod) recorded 1922.
Quintette from Act 2 Carmen (Bizet). Recorded 1922 (on same
disc)

e EB 3476. Passacaille by A. Barthe recorded 1920. Finale to
Suite Op. 57 (Lefebre).

After Alf emigrated to the States, Frederick Salkeld took
his position in the London Wind Quintette recordings made for
Edison Bell. Salkeld’s name appears as the horn soloist in Edi-
son Bell’s catalogue for these recordings, but curiously Alfred
Brain, who played in the above recordings, is not mentioned.
This must be an error or oversight by Edison Bell. Tony Cat-
terick, in his conversations with Leon Goossens in the 1980s,
learned that the Edison Bell recordings with the London Wind
Quintette were with “Alfred Brain.” Perhaps one of them - the
Thuille Sextette — has Salkeld playing. The long horn solo in
the slow movement is very beautifully played but it isn’t Alf’s
distinctive tone. No precise recording dates are known for any
of these early Edison Bell recordings.

So to date, Alf had become the most sought after horn
player in London, even Aubrey always played “down the line”
to Alf. In 1921 on the 6th of November he joined the Royal Soci-
ety of Musicians, and it was at this point that he made the very
big decision to leave London as the result of an invitation to
play for the New York Symphony Orchestra under Damrosch,
who had worked with him in London. It was also his hope to
escape from his wife. Whilst on an orchestral tour in Wales.
Alf showed a colleague a letter from Damrosch inviting him
to go to as principal horn to the New York Symphony Orches-
tra. When the colleague asked Alf if his wife know about this
move Alf’s quick reply was “No, and for God’s sake don't tell
her.”#
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Alf always kept in
touch with friends and
the R.S.M. He joined the
Royal Society of Musi-
cians on November 6th
1921.

Letter from the RSM Sec-
retary in 1954 mentioning

the death of Aubrey’s wife
Marion.
There is a great

story of Alf playing the
high horn duet in Judas
Maccabeus by Handel.
Nick Hill recalls the
story, which was later
confirmed to me by my
friend, Terrence Johns,
the former principal
horn of the London Symphony Orchestra, following a
conversation he had some years ago with the well-known old
London horn player, Jimmy Buck Snr.

In “See the Conquering Hero,” there is a very high and
exposed section for the two horns. The conductor, at the
rehearsal on the day of the concert, said he wanted only the
trumpets section to play the opening horn fanfare of the
piece. Alf was incensed with the idea of not being allowed
the chance of performing this well-known high exposed horn
duet and objected, but to no avail. At the concert just before
this particular chorus, Alf tapped the two trumpeters on the
shoulder and told them that he was going to play. He then
stood on his chair and played the fanfare with his bell right up
in the air, and very loud indeed, without missing a note. When
the section was finished he smiled at everybody and sat down.
He had made his point.2

Jimmy Buck stated that Alf was a very kind, fair, and modest
person a real character who would help anyone but, he also
could be very tough and hard when it was called upon to be so.

In Los Angeles in 1923, Alf remembered his days at
Queen’s Hall fondly and also the London Symphony Orchestra
and Covent Garden Opera Orchestra:

For fifteen years I have been principal horn with
the Queen’s Hall Orchestra, of London, at the same
time filling engagements in like capacity with the Lon-
don Symphony Orchestra. This Queen’s Hall Orches-
tra is a most interesting institution. You see, none of
the chaps are paid for their performances for it is a
co-operative organization of one hundred members,
each holding ten shares of stock. They give their own
concerts and have only guest conductors, the concerts
being used for advertising purposes principally, for
most of us are instructors as well as performers. I am
still principal horn with them and still hold my stock
(which, by the way, has greatly increased in value).
They granted me a furlough to come to this country

but I have taken out my first papers and am still well-
satisfied in Los Angeles that I am rather afraid they
are going to have a long wait for my return. Then, too,
I played some time with the Covent Garden Opera
Orchestra and had the opportunity of playing under
some great opera conductors — Mancinelli, Campanini,
Panizza, Emile Cooper, and Bruno Walter conducting
The Ring>

Moving to New York, then Los Angeles

In late September 1922 Alf and his daughter Olga set sail for
a new life performing as co-principal horn with the New York
Symphony Orchestra.
The New York Symphony
Orchestra  eventually
merged with the New
York Philharmonic in 1928
to become the New York
Philharmonic Orchestra.
In the 1922-23 season
Walter Damrosch was
conductor and the horn
section was: A. E. Brain
(alternate 1sthorn), Santiago
Richart (alternate 1st horn),
Arthur Schneiderman, Max
Srbecky, Eric Hauser (who
replaced by Srbecky by
February 5, 1923, and Fred
Dultgen.
According to Stephen
Pettit, Alf (who soon became
Al in America) was co-
principal of the New York
Symphony from 23 October
1922 to 20 March 1923. Al
was not yet happily settled and
there was “an uncomfortable
rivalry between the New York
Symphony and Philharmonic
Orchestras which did not make
Damroch an easy man to work
for.” While the money as good the
climate was too similar to that of
London so, in the spring of 1923,
Al jumped at the opportunity to become principal horn of the
Los Angeles Philharmonic. He bought a car and set out for the
west with Olga. For the 1920s this was a daunting adventure
that Al decribed as, “a liberal education as to the vastness of
this country and, taken in all, a most delightful trip.”*

They arrived in Los Angeles in mid-September and Al
soon wrote home to tell his family they had arrived safely. The
return letter from his father was quoted in Part I of this article.
Al was shocked that his mother had died, although the news
was not entirely unexpected.
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The contract
written by
Alfred Brain
for his
employment
with the
New York
Symphony
Orchestra in
1922. Point
number 5
concerning
the possible
renewal of
the agree-
ment never
materialized.

When he arrived in Los Angeles, Alfred already appears to
have been a celebrity to judge from the long and detailed fea-
ture interview that was published in a Los Angeles newspaper
shortly after his arrival. This article contains information that
would otherwise be lost to us, since it gives Alfred’s own story
of his life and career up to that point.

The financial “backer” for the Los Angeles Philharmonic
Orchestra at that time was Williams Andrew Clark, a multimil-
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lionaire who had made his money in the Gold Rush. He was
a violinist himself and sometimes “sat in” during rehearsals
— after all he paid the money! Clark wanted to establish a first-
rate orchestra in L.A. Besides securing the services of Alf he
also managed to hire de Busscher (oboe), and Fred Martz (bas-
soon). They were paid $250 a week. George Hoffman, principal
horn of the Berlin Opera was originally booked to play first
but, when the conductor Rothwell heard Alf play, he had no
hesitation to put Alf on first and Hoffman on third — all done
without consultating Hoffman!!*

Los Angeles was, in 1923, a thriving metropolis with many
theatre orchestras that provided regular work for the local
musicians, and Alfred wasted no time in establishing himself
there. Apart from the theatres, there was also the silent film
industry up until about 1929, and thereafter the early sound
tracks for films that required orchestral accompaniment. Al
Brain played in the first “talkies” with Al Jolson, and later for
MGM and Twentieth-Century Fox Studios. He can be heard on
such films as Hurricane, Ben Hur, Captain of Castile, King Kong,
and countless others. Early radio broadcasts also helped to
spread Alf’s reputation as both orchestral player and soloist.

A. E. Brain Jnr

To be continued...

In his youth, after only a brief period of study, Welshman
Leighton Jones became solo horn of the Natonal Youth Orchestra of
Wales. At nineteen, he began to play and broadcast with the BBC
Orchestra of Wales. He studied with Keith Whitmore (principal of
the LPO) and Alan Civil. Due to family commitments, he returned
to West Wales and is a freelance hornist with chamber and orchestral
groups, including The Royal Liverpool Philharmonic, City of
Birmingham Orchestra, The National Symphony Orchestra, BBC
National Orchestra of Wales, and The Orchestra of Welsh National
Opera.

Notes

'Royal Academy of Music students records

2Stephen Pettit. Dennis Brain A Biography. (London: Robert Hale. 1976, 1989)

°Ibid.

“Ibid.

“Irvine Rosenthal. “Of Brass and Brain,” Woodwind Magazine 6 (October 1953) pp. 9-10+

Sir Henry Wood My Life on Music. (London: Victor Gollancz. 1938)

"Recalled by Reginald Morley-Pegge (author of The French Horn — Benn 1960) who attended the
concert.

SRosenthal. op. cit.

“Pettit. op. cit.

"This statement was reputedly made by Handel Knott, a composer/amateur horn player and con-
temorary of A. E. Brain, who now does not recall making the statement.

!Sir Henry Wood. op. cit.

"The History and Foundation of the BBC Proms. Online

13Sir Henry Wood from “Sir Henry looks back,” Radio Tines Sept 1938

“Ibid.

'Pettit. op. cit.

1An interviews with A. Brain, Chicago Musical Leader, Oct 20, 1923

Personal communication from Vincent DeRosa (Los Angeles studio hornist) and from letter of Jack
Cave (Los Angeles studio hornist) to Tony Catterick (London)

8Letter from Jack Cave to Tony Catterick

Personal interview with Vincent DeRosa

2Pettit. op. cit.

2'From a personal interview with Alexander Penn. Alf related this information to his friend Penn.

2From Terry Johns, former LSO Principal Horn, who heard this from Jimmy Buck Snr, a horn play-
ing contemporary of Alf, who was present at the concert. Confirmed in a letter by Nick Hill.

BChicago Musical Leader. op. cit.

2Tbid.

ZRelated to the author by Vincent DeRosa

The Horn Call - Teﬁmary 2016 99



