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In celebration of his wife’s birthday Al Brain 
tossed a cocktail buffet in their beautiful San Fernando 
Family home. Also complimented were Captain and 
Mrs. Hugh Brain, Al’s brother and sister in law, and 
niece Helen Van Tongerer of the Netherlands. Captain 
Brain is skipper of the SS Irving McDowell and he and 
his wife have just arrived from England.

Guests at the festive shindig included the Darrell 
Boroughs, the Roland Boswells, the Fred Zahns, the 
Jack Caves, the Bob Wittenberg’s, Mesdames Stella 
Haggerty, Joe Mendelson, A.D. Willoughby (of Seat-
tle) Ann Burgess, Leah Hayden Bonnie Martin, Maude 
Fitzpatrick, Lynch, Dot Jarvis …..

 Although no date is given on the newspaper cutting, the 
event probably occurred following the Second World War, as 
the crossing from the UK to the States would have been far too 
dangerous during war time. 
 Alf’s sister Helena Van Tongerer, the virtuoso on the long 
F trumpet, had married a Dutchman. During the Second World 
War, Helena and her husband had helped to smuggle Jews out 
of Holland, saving many lives. Stella Haggerty was Alf’s wife’s 
sister and the Bob Wittenbergs are Alf’s daughter Olga and her 
husband, who worked for Twentieth Century Fox. Jack Cave 
was principal horn for many years at MGM studios and prior 
to that he was a colleague of Alf’s in the Los Angeles Philhar-
monic Orchestra (LAPO). Jack was in the horn scene in LA for 
forty-five years.

Alf’s Instruments
 I learned of the availability of Alf’s horn while reading 
The Horn Call, Volume XXX111, No. 2, February 2002, where on 
page 18, there was the “Million Dollar Horn” advertised by Dr. 
Bruce Craig. It was reputed that Alf was the first horn player to 
earn a million dollars playing the horn. I got in touch with Dr. 
Craig and found that in the 20’s he had played the horn with 
a number of community-based LA orchestras and had studied 
with Gene Sherry, Fred Fox, Wendell Hoss, and James Decker. 
It was through Hoss that he learned of the whereabouts of Alf’s 
horn, which he subsequently purchased. A little later he got to 
know Straussie, Alf’s widow, and through her came to learn a 
great deal about Alf, knowledge he subsequently shared with 
Stephen Pettit, the author Dennis Brain: A Biography.
 A few weeks after I read The Horn Call article, I was having 
tea in the North London home of Mrs. Leonard Brain with her 
daughter Tina. Tina is the last remaining Brain playing pro-

Alf the Family Man
 Alf was very much a family man, as can be witnessed in 
his affection for Dennis. Throughout his life he remained close 
to his sisters and brothers, apart from Aubrey. He was excep-
tionally close to his brother Hugh (Hughie) and they spent a 
fair amount of time boating, under Hughie’s guidance. Hughie 
was a merchant seaman during WW2, risking U-boat attacks. 

Alf and Hughie boating           Hughies’s Ship During WW2

    l-r: Bob Wittenberg (daugther Olga’s            l-r: Olga, Alf,
    husband), Olga, Straussie, Alf              Olga’s children 
      Vickery and Judy

    
Gertrude and Olga

 The love Alf had for his family can be 
seen in the guests he invited to a birth-
day party he held for Straussie, where 
his legendary cooking skills were used 
to the full. The following notice ap-
peared in a Los Angeles newspaper:

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

The Forgotten British Horn Virtuoso
Part III

by Leighton Jones
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ALF WITH OLGA AND HIS GRAND-DAUGHTERS, VICKERY (L) JUDY 
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Alf, Straussie Olga and Olga’s husband, Bob Wittenberg. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
A PICTURE OF HUGHIE’S SHIP DURING WORLD WAR 2.	  
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A. E. Brain Jnr

 
 Note 
the patch 
Alf had 
inserted 
and the 
s i l v e r -
p l a t e d 
bell.

   
When Alf arrived in 
the US, he was using 
an old two-valved 
Courtois horn in F, to 
which he added a third 
valve. This horn he 
found in a “junk shop” 
and paid next to noth-
ing for it. In combina-
tion with his famed 

small mouthpiece he, as stated earlier, produced a superb 
sound. But, on seeing what other horn players were using in 
the States, and the condition of the Courtois, he experimented 
with a series of different instruments. When he first arrived on 
the West Coast, he had with him a rotary valve F horn made by 
C. F. Schmidt. This horn has subsequently returned to England 
and is now owned by London horn player, Ted Chance. 
 Vince DeRosa recalled that Alf arrived in Los Angeles with 
a Clay double horn. From the layout of the valve slides in one 
photo, it looks like a compensating double horn. Despite con-
tacting several players in the USA, no one seems to know the 
history of the Clay horn.
 Due to the heavy demands of modern music, and espe-
cially the fondness of film score composers to use “stopped” 
horn, Alf again changed to a five-valve Alexander Sansone 
Model in Bb horn with a stopping valve for both stopped horn 
and its ability to put the horn in A, eliminating some difficult 
fingerings. However, Alf said he missed the sound of the dou-
ble horn and the availability of the full F side. He was sitting 
next to DeRosa one day and commented how much he liked 
the sound that Vince was producing on his Conn. Alf told him 
that if he was starting again, he would invest in a Conn 8D.
  Here I should explain that Lorenzo (Larry) Sansone was 
a New York City horn maker and Principal Horn of the New 
York Symphony. In the early 1920s, in order to reduce the 
weight of the double horn, he came up with the idea of making 
a horn in Bb, with a stopping valve, plus a built-in F extension 
to the stopping valve, which could be added by a valve placed 
under the little finger. This five-valve instrument became very 
popular and was copied or suitably developed by other horn 
makers. The last model that Alf played (of which he had two) 
was his favorite – an Alexander five-valve Bb  Sansone style 
horn. There is no serial number on the horn, for Alexander did 
not place serial numbers on their pre-war horns. DeRosa told 
me that Alf gave Dennis both a copy of his mouthpiece and 
his second Alexander, so that Dennis could begin to become 

fessionally, currently in Australia. Chatting away, Tina went 
upstairs and brought down a piston horn and said “would you 
like to blow this?” I did, and asked her whose it was, “Oh, it’s 
my grandfather’s.” There in my hands was the Labbaye of Au-
brey Brain.
 It is difficult to explain to people the feeling of holding a 
part of “horn history.” I asked Tina if she had any plans for 
the horn. She stated that on November 15th, 2002 Mrs. Yvonne 
Brain (Dennis’ widow) was going to present the last horn Den-
nis played to the York Museum in the Royal Academy of Music  
in London – this was the horn that survived the car crash. 
 To receive and play Dennis’s instrument for the first time 
in public since 1957 were the distinguished professors of the 
RAM and international soloists, Richard Watkins (who now 
holds the Dennis Brain Chair at the RAM) and Michael Thomp-
son, (who now holds the Aubrey Brain Chair at the RAM). 
Dennis’ horn would then be exhibited alongside that of Bors-
dorf. Tina was then going to present Aubrey’s horn to the York 
Bowen Museum a little later on the same day. It was fitting that 
to receive it on behalf of the RAM was Derek Taylor. Derek was 
for many years the distinguished Principal Horn of the BBC 
Symphony Orchestra, a post he shared with Alan Civil, both of 
whom were taught by Aubrey Brain. Indeed Derek served at 
the RAM as a very highly regarded professor for many years, 
having several notable British principal orchestral players 
study with him. 
 During the conversation with Tina and Mrs. Brain, the 
idea struck me to “bring home” Alf’s horn, for it to be proudly 
exhibited alongside those instruments of his tutor, Borsdorf, 
and those of his brother and nephew. I got in touch with Dr. 
Craig to see if he would donate Alf’s horn to the York Gate 
Museum. He agreed with certain financial stipulations. I con-
tacted Frances Palmer, the curator of the York Gate Museum, 
who was a fantastic help and, as the result of her efficiency, 
the financial and legal issues were solved, and eventually Dr. 
Craig agreed to send Alf’s horn to me. I officially presented 
Alf’s horn for safekeeping at the RAM to Frances Palmer and 
Michael Thompson on December 20, 2002. Any one visiting the 
York Gate Museum can see the four horns proudly displayed 
together. 

Horns on Display at the York Gate Museum, 
Royal Academy of Music, London

 Upper Left-Lower Right: Friederich Adolf Borsdorf (teacher of Au-
brey and Alfred Brain), Aubrey Brain, Alfred Brain, Dennis Brain

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

 
THE HORNS OF ALF AND DENNIS ON DISPLAY, YORK MUSEUM R.A.M. 

 
 

 
 

 
	  

BOTTOM LEFT IS ALF’S HORN AND BOTTOM RIGHT IS DENNIS’HORN 
 

 
The others are, above Dennis’ is the horn of his father Aubrey, and the other is the 
horn of Friederich Adolf Borsdorf – the horn teacher of both Alf and Aubrey 
 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

for safekeeping at the R.A.M. to Miss Palmer and Michael Thompson on December 20th 
2002. Any one visiting the York Bowen Museum can see the four horns proudly displayed 
together.   
 
 
 
THE INSTRUMENT ITSELF. 
	  
	  
	  

	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
NOTE THE PATCH ALF HAD INSERTED AND THE SILVER PLATED BELL 
On arriving in America, Alf was using an old two-valved Courtois horn in F, to which he 
added a third valve. This horn he found in a “junk shop” and paid next to nothing for it. In 
combination with his famed small mouthpiece he, as stated earlier, produced a superb sound. 
But, on seeing what other horn players were using in the States, and the condition of the 
Courtois, he experimented with a series of different instruments. When he first arrived on the 
West Coast, he had with him a rotary valve F horn, made by Schmidt. This horn has 
subsequently arrived back in England, and is now with the London horn player, Ted Chance. 
(See section on this horn). Vince De Rosa recalls that Alf arrived in Los Angeles with a Clay 
Double Horn. Also as previously explained, from the photograph – (?) and the lay out the 
valve slides, this looks to be a compensating double. Despite contacting several players in the 
USA, no one seems to know the history or manufacture of the Clay horn. 
                           Due to the heavy demands of modern music, and especially the fondness of 
film score composers to use “stopped” notes, Alf again changed to a five valve Alexander 
Sansone Model in Bflat. Mr. De Rosa recalls that the demands that film composers made on 
Alf were very great. They began experimenting with sounds and special effects, hence Alf 
moved over to the five valve due to the fact that it had a stopping valve, and also when the 
slide was removed he could use it as a semitone valve, hence eliminating the need for some 
difficult cross fingerings. Alf missed the sound of the double horn and the availability of the 
full F side. He was sitting next to Vince De Rosa one day, and commented how much he 
liked the sound that Vince was producing on his Conn. Alf told him that if he was starting all 
over again, he would invest in a Conn 8D. 
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A. E. Brain Jnr(1936-37) and then under contract to Fox Studios until 
1952. Though he did occasional playing after that, you 
might almost put that as his retirement year…all of 
the above was as a hornist and he always played first. 
The only managing he did was for the season 1934 at 
the Hollywood Bowl, after Mr. Clarke, the orchestra’s 
angel, had died, when the association sort of threw up 
its hands in despair and the orchestra members took 
over and ran the season themselves. Brain was the 
manager.

  He did very little teaching – just occasional pri-
vate lessons; though his influence was stamped on 
several of our leading players around here – through 
his example as well as through his precepts.

Concerts, Broadcasts, and
 Recordings in America

 Horn colleagues of Alfred Brain remember him fondly for 
his very fine orchestral performances, and as a notable soloist 
in chamber works, horn concerti, plus the huge contribution he 
made to horn playing in the film studios of Hollywood. 
 Newspaper reviews of his solo or chamber music appear-
ances are comparatively rare but some have survived. He had 
mastered the dynamics and interpretive skills he needed for 
the Brahms Trio (as I mentioned previously in a quote from 
Jimmy Decker). There arrived an invitation from The Library 
of Congress, Division of Music, Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge 

Foundation to play the 
Brahms Trio.
         This concert 
was a great success and on 
December 6, 1940 he was 
asked to play it again.
        Alf’s reply was sent in 
his normal courteous way, 
and in a “correct English” 
style that was typical of 
him.
        With his eye always 
on the money paid for pub-
lic performances, he clearly 
states that his absence from 

accustomed to the Bb horn. Both men knew that the change in 
instruments for Dennis was inevitable – it only was a matter of 
time. 
 Alf’s horn is made of yellow brass, with the inside of the 
bell silver-plated. He had developed a very neat “duck’s foot,” 
which rested against his left hand, and which gave him stabil-
ity. The little finger valve slide – the F extension – has a very 
long “pull out” which enabled Alf to have accurate intonation 
throughout the range of the horn. 
 When I took charge of the horn, it came with three mouth-
pipes: No. 1 was the original Alexander one, which Alf did not 
like. No. 2 was a Conn mouthpipe that he had attached to the 
horn. He tried this for a while, but did not like it, and eventu-
ally discarded it. No. 3, and now attached to the horn, was the 
one he had personally designed and developed. This he stuck 
with the rest of his playing career.
 The internal taper of his mouthpipe gave Alf both the feel 
and sound he required of his instrument. The mouthpipe also 
has a water key attachment. Due to Alf’s mouthpipe, the in-
strument has a beautifully warm sound, is very responsive 
throughout the entire range, and especially free in the upper 
register. It is interesting to note that, due to the extensive use 
Alf made of the horn, and his reluctance to change it, there is a 
patch on the bell, which covers the hole that Alf’s thumb had 
worn in the bell. Another patch appears at the point where the 
horn rests on the hand, between thumb and first finger.
 Alf’s mouthpiece had changed a little from the “Busby” 
style mouthpiece he had in England and subsequently took 
with him to the States. He still had a deep cup, but the mouth-
piece came with a detachable rim. This rim was the biggest 
change. It was slightly thicker than the narrow rim on which he 
originally played, and this, I believe, was due to the trouble he 
was having with his teeth. The thicker rim made it both more 
secure and more comfortable due to the dentures. The throat 
on the mouthpiece looks to be close to an American No. 4.
  The sound produced by a horn player was all-important to 
Alf, and he worked hard at getting the equipment which gave 
him the sound that he wanted. He achieved this by his com-
bination of mouthpiece and instrument. Alf, at his peak, pro-
duced a sound that floated in and was stirring to hear. When 
I asked Vince DeRosa if there was anyone who had a similar 
sound to Alf’s, without hesitation he said Alan Civil –  but Alf’s 
sound was mellower and smoother.
 One of Alf’s colleagues, Wendell Hoss (born 1892), gave 
the following account in an undated letter to Stephen Pettitt of 
Alfred’s career in Los Angeles and the horns he played:

I saw a partial photo of the horn he had when he 
first came to LA (in a gilded picture) after a season 
with Damrosch in the New York Symphony. It was a 
French model, but what make I would not know – still 
different from the one I saw in a photograph of him 
while in England. Sometime, I think early in his stay 
here, he got a Sansone model Alexander (five-valve Bb) 
and continued on that model…Alfred did play for the 
films from the time he came here – along with the Phil-
harmonic as well. He played two seasons on first horn 
in Cleveland with Rodzinski: 1934-5 and 1935-6. Then 
he went back to the L.A. Philharmonic for one season 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
This concert was a great success, for in December 6 1940 he was asked to play 
it again 
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 The collection of players 
grouped together to perform the 
Schubert Octet in F, Opus 166 
coupled with the Beethoven Septet 
in Eb, Opus 20 in several concerts. 
Notices have survived of them ap-
pearing at the Los Angeles Music 
Guild Tuesday October 4 concert 
1947, and at the Music Society of 
Santa Barbara at the Lobero The-
atre on Sunday June 12, 1949. The 
Budapest String Quartet was fea-
tured in the 1947 concert and the 
LAPO members in the 1949 con-
cert. 

the LAPO for around 
three days necessitated 
an agreement for ex-
penses. They come back 
to him with a fee of $75 
which, in 2014, would be 
about $1250 or £835.89.
 Further correspon-
dence comes from Mr. 
Spivacke, outlining the 
problems of getting mon-
ies from US government 
funds. Further communi-
cation is received by Alf, 
stating that the concert 
would now take place 
on the evening of August 
7th.

 As can be seen by the 
letter of Mr. Max Krone, 
Alf’s concert was a success 
and a “great inspiration” to 
all who attended. 
 Early on, probably 
from 1923, Alfred became 
a member of the Los An-
geles Chamber Music So-
ciety, giving concerts at 
the Gamut Club with other 

musicians drawn from the Los Angeles Philharmonic. The fol-
lowing is an advertisement for a forthcoming concert:

Two new members of the personnel of the Los An-
geles Chamber Music Society, which gives its first con-
cert of the second season at the Gamut Club Theatre 
the 26th instant, are Alfred Brain, French horn, and 
Frederick Moritz, bassoon. Both of those artists will be 
heard in the first program.

Rehearsals have proven to be something in the 
nature of a reunion, especially to Mr. Brain, Henri 
de Busscher, oboist with the organization, and Emile 
Ferir, violist, these men having played together many 
years ago in London.

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Alf’s reply was sent in his normal courteous way, and in a “correct English” 
style that was typical of him 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

With his eye always on the money paid for public performances he clearly states that his 
absence from the LAPO for around three days, necessitated an agreement for expenses etc. 
They come back to him with a fee of $75. “Calculator.net” gives the value in 2014 as $16.71 
so in more modern terms Alf was paid $1253.25 = £835.89. 
Further correspondence comes from Mr. Spivacke outlining the problems of getting monies 
from US government funds, further communication is received by Alf, stating that the 
concert would now take place on the evening of August 7th. 
 
 

 
 
 
Further communication is received by Alf, stating that the concert would now take place on 
the evening of August 7th. 
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 Recordings
  Sadly, owing largely to his contractual obligations, Alf was 
not able to make many recordings while he was in America. 
Broadcasts were generally not preserved, unless they were 
made or collected (unofficially) by private enthusiasts, so it is 
not possible to make a broad and fair assessment of his talents 
at their peak during the era of the electrical recording (from 
1925 onwards) and during the latter years of the 78-rpm era. 
The earlier acoustical era prior to his American period pro-
vides us with much more evidence of his virtuosic as well as 
technical command of the instrument.
 Fred Kuphal, Manager of the Los Angeles Philharmonic 
Orchestra for forty-one years and who knew Alf Brain well, 
writing to Stephen Pettitt, August 30, 1971, had the following 
to say about recordings and about Alf Brain:

About recordings of our Orchestra, I am sorry to 
inform that during the years of Brain’s membership 
very few recordings were made with our Orchestra, 
the New York, Boston, and Philadelphia were the fa-
vorites. Brain was a member from middle twenties 
to mid-forties. Then was completely absorbed in the 
Movie World.

   I did admire him for his musicianship. The noble 
sound he evoked from his horn will always linger as 
priceless jewels in the memory of Alfred Brain.

    A few orchestral recordings with the Los Angeles Philhar-
monic during Alf Brain’s membership survive in the Western 
Sound Archive, now preserved in the Braun Archives of Stan-
ford University, where they await full cataloguing and a special 
transcription service facility that is to be built in the next few 
years. Until then, the recordings are too precious and in too 
fragile a state to be accessed or copied.
    Of Alf’s solo and chamber recordings, his finest perhaps 
is a late recording of the Villa-Lobos Choros No. IV for three 
horns and trombone, which he recorded in 1950, with Richard 
Perissi, Sinclair Lott, and George Diner (trombone). Full of hu-
mour, the piece is well played by all the musicians and Alfred 
Brain’s sound is heard both individually as well as blending 
with the tone of the others. The excellence of the playing makes 
one regret that more works were not recorded. Dr. Bruce Craig, 
writing to Stephen Pettitt, mentioned what recordings he knew 
and singled out the Villa-Lobos recording for special praise:

Recordings of Alfred are hard to find now in re-
cord shops. He did make two fine records, one of 
the Haydn Concerto No. 2 and also “The Rosary” by 
Ethelbert Nevin. This last recording was made when 
Al was leaving the Janssen orchestra; it’s a tribute re-
cord to Alfred Brain. Although it is an interesting re-
cord, I am told that it is not really the best example 
of how Alfred played. I believe he was in his sixties 
or seventies when the record was made. A very fine 
recording of Al may be found of the Villa-Lobos Choros 
No. 4 for three horns and trombone. Alfred Brain, Sin-
clair Lott (presently 1st horn of L.A. Phil) and Perissi 
play the three horn parts. This is a fine example of Al-
fred’s playing.

The LAPO members who played in the Octet/Septet, with the nec-
essary adjustment to one violin for the Beethoven. 

Southern California Symphony Association

 Alf just enjoyed play-
ing and he obviously 
gave pleasure to the au-
dience. In a 1939 broad-
cast concert performed 
by the LAPO and cov-
ered by Columbia, the 
Southern California 
Symphony Association  
thanked him very gra-
ciously in their letter. 
 
 In another “Special 
Committee Concert,” 
Arturo Toscanini con-
duct the LAPO in a 
special “Pension Fund 
Concert.” Alf obtained 
the Maestro’s auto-
graph (below).

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
In another “Special Committee concert Arturo Toscanini to conduct the LAPO 
in a special “Pension Fund Concert”. Alf obtained the Maestro’s autograph. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
Here is a photograph of the LAPO members that played in the Octet/Septet, 
with the necessary adjustment to one violin for the Beethoven.  
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tamed that most treacherous of orchestral instruments. 
The Haydn Concerto is engaging music and when 
Brain plays it sounds easy though it actually bristles 
with difficulties....The Janssen Symphony takes good 
care of the orchestral assignment, the recording is first-
rate. (It’s On Record by Patterson Greene)

 Regarding the sec-
tion of “dubbed low 
notes” in the Haydn, 
it is worth here recall-
ing what James Decker 
related. This was not 
the easiest concerto Alf 
could have chosen and it 
did not suit his embou-
chure at this stage in his 
life. He always had diffi-
culty with the lower reg-
ister and this difficulty 
would only be enhanced 
later in his career. Alf’s 
friend, and low horn col-
league, Richard Perissi, 
put in the low notes. 
Again Vince DeRosa 
said much the same, 
“the way that his teeth 
were and everything – 
he wasn’t really in shape 
to play that. That’s not 
Alfred Brain’s real playing at all.”  
 We will never know why Alf recorded 
this work, but when you hear the recording, 
even at this late period of his life, his tech-
nique, and ability to bring out the melodic 
line, especially in the slow move-
ment, is really worth hearing. It just 
seems “natural Haydn.” 
 Alf also received “fan mail” from 
people who had bought the record-
ing and just simply loved the way 
Alf had played the concerto.

The Los Angeles Horn Club
 In 1951 the Los Angeles Horn Club was founded by stu-
dio players. They were on contract, so they could not play for 
anyone else, and in order to keep their “chops” in shape whilst 
not on set, they met to play horn ensemble music. They invited 
Hollywood composers and arrangers to write works for them 
,and some of their members contributed works as well.
 At their first concert, thirty-six of the most famous horns 
players in L.A. performed. They were conducted by Max Pot-
tag and performed at the Musician’s Union Concert Hall in 
Hollywood. The horn players unanimously elected the first 
President of the Club – Alf Brain – in honour of what he had 
done for the horn in L.A. Here are some quotes of the high re-
gard in which Alf was held: “As the leading horn player in L.A. 
for many years, he had set an example by always encouraging 

Haydn Horn Concerto No. 2 in Dmajor
   The record reviews for Alf Brain’s recording of the Haydn 
Horn Concerto No. 2 (the attribution to Haydn is doubted) are 
full of praise. It is a fine performance of a very difficult con-
certo, marred only slightly by the introduction of some dubbed 
low notes that perhaps he could have managed well enough 
himself without the aid (on this occasion) of a colleague. The 
recording has been admired and collected by generations of 
horn-players since it was issued in 1950. The late Ifor James 
mentioned it enthusiastically to his horn professor, Aubrey 
Brain, in about 1951. Aubrey said, ungratefully, “Ah yes! I’m 
glad he left the country!” It is worth pointing out here that Alf 
and Aubrey never really got on, and Alf would never speak of 
his brother. Lady Barbirolli said on several occasions that the 
personalities of Alf and Aubrey were completely different. Alf 
and Dennis though were very much alike in most ways. The 
following reviews speak of its warmer reception in America:

Haydn Horn Concerto in D major. Alfred Brain, 
French Horn, Janssen Symphony Orchestra. Werner 
Janssen conducting. Handel Concerto Grosso in Bflat 
Major. Double Concerto. Bert Gassman (oboe. George 
Meikrug and Kurt Reher, Janssen Symphony Orches-
tra, Werner Janssen conducting. Capitol P8173, 12 inch 
record LP. Haydn’s Horn Concerto written before the 
invention of the modern valve horn is an interesting 
curiosity, and a fine example of how a master can make 
capital of its limitations. Alfred Brain plays the solo 
with splendid authority. (Record Reviews A.G.)

During the late 1940s Alf returned to orchestral 
playing with the “Janssen Symphony Orchestra.” 
Janssen was an excellent composer and arranger – he 
had worked for Paramount Films, and composed the 
score for The General Died at Dawn. His orchestra was 
largely made up of members of the LAPO. Its quality 
is superb, its metal and discipline speak flatteringly 
of the musicianship of its founder and conductor. All 
this is evident in Janssen’s recordings of Haydn’s D 
Major Horn Concerto (Capitol 12-inch LP) of Hin-
demith’s E-flat Symphony (Columbia 12-inch LP) 
and the dullishly obvious Genesis Suite, a mosaic by 
Stravinsky, Schoenberg, Milhaud, Tansman, Tedesco, 
Toch, Shilkert (A Capitol 12 inch LP). Alfred Brain, the 
soloist of the Concerto, makes a virtuoso picnic of one 
of the most difficult (and most delightful) scores ever 
written for French Horn. On the reverse side are two 
of Handel’s Concerti Grosso and the Hindemith Sym-
phony is eminently satisfactory music with its keen 
intelligence, its structural four-squareness, its healthy 
humour. (June 1951, United Press, New York)

Haydn Horn Concerto No 2 in D major. Alfred 
Brain soloist. Handel Concerto Grosso in B-flat major. 
Bert Gassman, oboe soloist and Double Concerto in C 
Major, George Meikrug, and Kurt Reher (cello solo-
ists), all members with the Janssen Symphony Orches-
tra, Werner Janssen conducting. One double-faced 12 
inch Capitol disc 33 ½ rpm. Among the most famous 
of French Horn players is Alfred Brain, who has really 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

 
 

 
 

Janssen Symphony Orchestra Roster

Use this QR code or 
www.hornsociety.org/
publications/horn-call/

extras/1063-october-2016
to hear Brain’s recording 

of this concerto.



The Horn Call – October 2016 99

A. E. Brain Jnr
 Another let-
ter dated Janu-
ary 10, 1952, 
from Max Pot-
tag, a celebrated 
h o r n - p l a y e r 
from the East 
coast of the 
United States, 
similarly thanks 
Alfred Brain 
(and Mrs. Brain) 
for their hospi-
tality:

 

 At this time, when 
his work with the Los 
Angeles Horn Club was 
in full swing, he was 
awarded the follow-
ing “Life Membership” 
in honour of all his 
work.

 

those around him, as well as protecting the positions of those 
less talented than himself” (Howard Hillard)     
 “He always was an enormous influence to all of us: as a 
father, he always helped young people. Never, never would 
he put a young man down, Never! He was just a tremendous 
person, very hospitable.” (Gale Robinson)
 On Alf’s retirement, Wendell Hoss became Chairman of 
the L.A. Horn Club. (Surprisingly, Sansone gives “about 1960” 
as Alfred’s retirement date from horn playing. Other accounts 
give 1952. It could be that Sansone meant that this was the time 
that Alf finished playing in the studios.) Robinson states, “To-
gether with Brain, Hoss set the tone of collegiality among L.A. 
hornists which lasted for many years, creating an unwritten 
gentleman’s agreement: never speak ill of your colleagues.”     
 Although officially retired at the age of 60  from the LAPO. 
Alf continued to work in the Hollywood film studios. When he 
finished playing in Hollywood, he still played the horn well 
into his 70s, but, as can be seen, he devoted more of his time 
to his new venture – “The Horn Inn” where he entertained the 
horn players of the community of Los Angeles. 

 Alf and Straussie hosted one of the first meetings of the 
Los Angeles Horn Club at their house in January 1952. Wendell 
Hoss wrote the following letter to the Brains, dated January 6, 
1952, thanking them for a successful first meeting, and for their 
kind hospitality:

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

 
 
ALF - ORGANISING HOST AT A LOS ANGELES HORN CLUB DINNER 
 

 
 
 
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  

	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  

	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  

Alf –the organizing host at a Los Angeles Horn Club banquet
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The International Horn Society
 It is worth noting here that end of the Los Angeles Horn 
Club may have been the beginning of the International Horn 
Society. James Decker recalled, 

In 1969 Wendall Hoss had been talking to Philip 
Farkas and some other horn players about a big meet-
ing. They decided to have an international horn event 
where once a year they would have a big meeting that 
would last for a week or so and we’d invite all the 
horn players to come to it. It started in 1969 and was 
held in Tallahassee with Bill Robinson as the host (he 
taught the horn in Tallahassee). James Decker was one 
of the clinicians in 1970, then followed James Cham-
bers, Myron Bloom, and Ib-Lanski Otto from Sweden. 
Anyhow, it turned out to be quite a nice thing; I think 
that over 250 horn players showed up for that to hear 
the lectures and things like that. And it kept growing 
and growing and now there are close to four thousand 
members of the Horn Society. I just went to the one in 
Rochester, and there were over 500 horn players at that 
meeting and it had just terrific recitals and lectures. So 
it has grown into quite an operation, and I think that 
it actually all came from the beginning and the end 
of the Los Angeles Horn club. It just evolved into the 
International Horn Society. I’m not too sure whether 
too many people remember that, because most of those 
original people are dead now.

 There was a meeting of horn players held at the “First An-
nual French Horn Workshop” at Florida State University in 
1969. The players there were Arthur Berv, James Chambers, 
Philip Farkas, Carl Geyer, Anton Horner, Wendell Hoss, Max 
Pottag, and Barry Tuckwell (John Barrows arrived later in the 
week). 
 During the second symposium, the idea was suggested 
that a yearly meeting should be established as an international 
organization of horn players. An organizing committee was 
formed, and the elected first officers of the IHS: President- 
Barry Tuckwell, Vice-President – Wendall Hoss, Secretary-Trea-
surer – Norman Schweikert.  Harold Meek was later appointed 
the first editor of the magazine of the Society: The Horn Call. 
 So in 1970 the International Horn Society was formed “an 
organization dedicated to performance, teaching, composition 
research, and the preservation and promotion of the horn as a 
musical instrument.”

After Retirement: Chatsworth Rotary Club 
and Youth Charitable Work

 After he retired from horn playing, Alf devoted his final 
years to the PTA and Chatsworth Rotary Club. In this capacity, 
he continued his lifelong dedication to the encouragement of 
others. The Chatsworth Rotary Club celebrated Al’s 80th birth-
day and gave the following account of him in their newspaper 
on October 20th 1965:

Al was born October 24, 1885 in London, England 
and married his better half, Straussie, in 1932. He is 
an accomplished musician (French Horn), having 
played in the London, New York and the Los Angeles 

Symphonies. In 1934 he was the Manager of the Hol-
lywood Bowl. Many of us will remember Al not only 
as a charter member of the Chatsworth Rotary Club 
but also as a Past President in 1958 and 1959.

That year was a memorable one in that Al Brain 
purchased and personally ran the then Horn Inn so 
that we would have a meeting place for lunch and 
that during his year our Rotary Club sponsored the 
Chatsworth Parade and Fiesta.

The Chatsworth Rotary Club wishes you a Very, 
Very Happy Birthday Al, and many many more.

 The same newsletter set out the aims and objectives of a 
rotary club:
   Primarily, a Rotary Club is a group of representative busi-
nessmen who have accepted the Rotary philosophy of service 
and are seeking:
 1. To study collectively the theory of service as the true 
basis of success and happiness in business and in life.
 2. To give, collectively, practical demonstrations of it to 
themselves and their community.
 3. Each as an individual, to translate its theory into practice 
in his business and in his everyday life.
 4. Individually and collectively, by active precept and ex-
ample, to stimulate its acceptance both in theory and practice 
by all non-Rotarians as well as by all Rotarians.

 Alf kept the clipping below (right) from the Chatsworth News, 
June 29, 1958, where he had reached the high office of Rotary 

Governor of the Chatsworth Club.
 The Chatsworth Community was very excited to have as 
one of their residents an “internationally known concert musi-
cian.” In an interview, Alf outlines his “musical pedigree” and 
informs us all (much to my glee – Leighton) that he was born in 
Cardiff, Wales, then raised in London, England.

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
 
 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

 
 
 
 
 
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

As can be seen from the following Press Cutting that Alf had kept, from the “Chatsworth 
News, June 29th 1958, he had reached the high office of “Rotary Governor of the Chatsworth 
Club”. 
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 More Accolades
 On January 26, 1954 a dinner was given in 
Al’s honour. A letter from Joachim Chassman 
illustrates yet again the how much Alf was 
loved. Chassman was a Los Angeles violinist 
who had played for 20th Century Fox and Co-
lumbia Pictures, and, who with Oscar Wasser-
berger, performed the West Coast premiere of 
Prokofiev’s “Sonata for Two Violins.” Al was 
given a Life Achievement Award by the Amer-
ican String Teachers Assn. and was a former 
president of Arts and Artists Inc.

 Alf received the following 
letter dated March 8, 1960, from 
Edgar Hiestand, member of US 
Congress, House of Representa-
tives (right):
 
 The respect, love, grat- i -
tude and esteem that “The 
Chatsworth School” held Alf 
in can be clearly seen in the 
letter sent to him in 1963 from 
the school’s principal Gjertude 
Smith (below):

 
 

 The mnemonic at the top of 
this “First Memories” book clearly 
demonstrates the high regard the 
pupils had for Alf. The words used 
to describe his care, devotion, and 
interest in the development of all 
the pupils is very touching, but 
always in the background, never 
seeking the limelight, always im-
parting his help, guidance with 
fun and comedy 
 Their respect is summed up 
in the last sentence: AL BRAIN 
your equal is not found every 
day!

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

 

 
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
The respect, love, gratitude and esteem that “The Chatsworth School” held Alf in can be 
clearly seen in the letter sent to him in 1963 from the school’s principal Gjertude Smith 
 

	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  

	   	   	   	   	   	  	  

	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  

	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
On January 26th 1954 a dinner was given in his honour, the letter from Mr. Joachim 
Chassman illustrates yet again the how much Alf was loved. Mr. Chassman was a Los 
Angeles violinist who had played for 20th Century Fox, Columbia Pictures, who together with 
Oscar Wasserberger performed the West Coast premiere of Prokofiev’s “Sonata for Two 
Violins”. He was given a Life Achievement Award” by the American String Teachers Assn. 
and was a former president of “Arts and Artists Inc. 
	  
	  
	  

	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

The above “MNEMONIC” very clearly demonstrates the high regard the pupils had for Alf. 
The words used to describe his care, devotion and interest in the development of all the pupils 
is very touching, but always in the background, never seeking the limelight but always 
imparting his help, guidance with fun and comedy  
 
 
Their respect is summed up in the last sentence 
 
 
 
                                 AL BRAIN your equal isn’t found every day 
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Alf’s grave at Little Church of the Flowers, 
Forest Lawn, Glendale, California

 Los Angeles Times announcement of 
Brain’s funeral service. Note the refer-

ence to only Edward as a sibling. Aubrey 
had passsed away in 1955.

      When he passed away on March 
29th 1966, his death saddened every-
one who had known him. He was bur-
ied at Forest Lawn on April 1. Music 
from Stabat Mater by Palestrina and 
the “Funeral Music” from Siegfried 
were beautifully played by James 
Decker, Leon Donfrey, Sinclair Lott, 
George Hyde, Arthur Briegleb, John 
Cave, Alan Robinson, and Gale Rob-
inson. 
     George Hyde had also composed 
a work for the occasion; the solo horn 
was Sinclair Lott. James Decker recalls 
that whilst Sinclair Lott was playing, 
tears were coming down his cheeks, 
for he had become very close to Alf.
    Alf was survived by his wife  
Straussie, daughter Olga, and several 
grandchildren and great-grandchil-
dren.

    Of the obituary notices that recorded 
Alf’s passing, all covered the fact that 

he had been a virtuoso horn player who 
emigrated from the UK to the USA. At 

the left is one examples of what 
was written.

 

 Jack Cave recalls how Alf was solo horn in The Adventures 
of Marco Polo:

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
ALF’S GRAVE AT LITTLE CHURCH OF THE FLOWERS, FOREST 
LAWN, GLENDALE. LOS ANGELES 
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for a brief few moments. And, all within an air of good 
breeding, solicitude, and rich humanity: in short he is 
a true gentleman. Alf Brain’s renown on his horn has 
been matched by his renown as a host and is quite un-
derstandable in the light of our analysis. Having en-
joyed a full and richly varied life, he is always anxious 
to share his good fortune with others and without the 
usual self-conscious affectations. No one has ever felt 
to be a stranger in his company for very long for it 
is impossible not to be swayed by the vastness of his 
personality ……and herein lies the secret of any great 
artist. Men such as Alfred Brain are as much a part of 
humanity as they are distinct individuals and yet, it is 
this humanity that makes them GREAT

 In a tribute in Overture magazine, the editor wrote the fol-
lowing:

It is with a deep feeling of loss that I note the 
passing of not only a friend, but a man truly deserv-
ing of the sometimes-clichéd phrase, “a legend in 
his own lifetime” His activities here were, of course 
almost too extensive to mention. However, some of 
the more important ones included fourteen years in 
the L.A.Philharmonic; several years as manager of 
the Hollywood Bowl Concerts, having rescued them 
from a position of near collapse; and under contract 
to Twentieth Century Fox from 1943 until he retired a 
few years ago. 

I was privileged to work with Alf for many years 
at Fox, as well as on other engagements, and I will be 
the richer for the experience. He was always ready – 
even eager – to help younger musicians on any or all 
instruments, and as did so many of us here in L.A. 
I often took advantage of his wise counsel on matter 
both musical and personal. 

One word often used carelessly, seems to have 
been invented especially to describe Alfred Brain. The 
word is “Gentleman!”

 A gentleman he was in every true connotation of the word. 
Pleasant and gracious to everyone with whom he came into 
contact, he had a tremendous zest for living. 
 A gracious host and an excellent chef, his parties are 
amongst my finest memories. A raconteur – lover of Gilbert 
and Sullivan, and of limericks which he could recite by the 
hour – his eyes sparkled with a twinkle which lighted up every 
gathering at which he was present. Alf Brain is sorely missed – 
by me personally, and by all musicians everywhere.  
   To have known him was a privilege and an honour. Prob-
ably as fitting a farewell to him as words can express may be 
found in Shakespeare, whose writing Alf so dearly loved: Good 
night sweet prince.
    In his youth Welshman Leighton Jones became solo horn of the 
Natonal Youth Orchestra of Wales. At nineteen he began to play with 
the BBC Orchestra of Wales. He studied with Keith Whitmore and 
Alan Civil. Due to family commitments, he returned to West Wales 
and is a freelance hornist with chamber and orchestral groups, in-
cluding The Royal Liverpool Philharmonic, City of Birmingham Or-
chestra, The National Symphony Orchestra, BBC National Orchestra 
of Wales, and The Orchestra of Welsh National Opera.

 Copy of the letter sent by 
Leonard (Dennis’s brother) to 
Alf’s widow, Straussie, on learn-
ing of his uncle’s death.
 There is no better summation of Alf than that Irving Rosen-
thal wrote of Alf in Of Brass and Brain (1953).

It has often been said that history was never made 
by historians which, is quite fortunate; it would surely 
been a dull affair if it had. ----- Therefore, it would be 
highly refreshing and stimulating to meet someone 
“who was there”, so to speak, with a person who in 
his own right contributed to the Musical Mainstream 
of events and in so doing IS history. Of course, such 
persons are rather rare individuals but, such a man is 
Alfred Brain. ---- It is not, however the remarkable and 
extensive background of musical experience that that 
really impresses one as much as the man himself. The 
passing of the years has given the name of Brain some-
what of a legendary aura, but to call him “the grand 
old man of the horn” would not be a fitting title and 
even misleading somehow. There is very little about 
him that one could properly call “old” for his vigour 
is astonishingly youthful and shows no indication of 
abating in the least. The very gods might envy him 
his robustness of body and spirit. But, above all, it 
is his infectious love of life that profoundly endears 
him to all. His eyes, for example still retain a certain 
twinkling roguishness (and may well remind one of 
all the sights he must have seen and would still like 
to see). His smile is at once knowing and genial, rein-
forced by a warm wit, and indicating a treasure house 
of tales which are likely to drive away the present and 
bring his listeners back to the “golden era” of music 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

COPY OF THE LETTER LEONARD (BRORTHER OF DENNIS) SENT TO ALF’S 
WIDOW – STRAUSSIE – ON LEARNING OF HIS UNCEL’S DEATH. 
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  


