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RICHARD EDWARDS

to accommodate the Christmas period
when our printers and mail distribution
centre close, this edition of the magazine
is prepared a little earlier than usual.
Sadly, as it was nearing completion, the
news of acker Bilk’s death was
announced. He must be responsible for
so many being attracted to the joy of
learning clarinet and hearing him again
on the news broadcasts, playing
Stranger on the Shore, will have brought
back memories for many of our readers.
We have an obituary in this issue.

the music service i work for covers
three counties, anglesey, Gwynedd and
Denbighshire. Just before packaging the
magazine off to the printers we learned
that Denbighshire Council have put
forward a proposal to cut the financial
support given to the county and area
music ensembles and the administration
of the music service. if this proposal is
accepted it will have a devastating effect
on music in the county and worryingly
Denbigh isn’t the only music service
under threat. the incorporated Society of
Musicians is running a campaign to
protect music education. Currently 135
organisations are supporting the
campaign. Music education in Wales is
under threat and the iSM has three
things you can do. Please visit
www.protectmusiceducation.org to
support the campaign. it may be as the

general election approaches more
attention will be paid to the voices of
voters and the love of playing music can
continue to be encouraged in our
schools.

thus andrew roberts’ discussion in
this issue on ‘Do We really need Music?’
is most pertinent. on reading it i
immediately took issue with one of his
points about the work of peripatetic
teachers and hopefully he will write in
greater detail in another issue to support
his contention. i work in three primary
schools, in addition to secondary school
work, and am privileged to be allowed to
teach as i wish with a good deal of
flexibility with regard to approaches and
duration of lessons. Sadly this is far from
universal. Can i look forward to a full
postbag in response to andrew’s soap
box?

the CaSS Single reed Day and trade
exhibition at Haileybury College near

Hertford, in october, was very
successful. a huge thank you to the
magnificent support from the traders,
who seemed busy throughout the day as
can be seen from the story in pictures in
this magazine. the smaller music
publishers were also occupied. Seldom
now can we go to browse in a fully
stocked music shop as few exist,
especially if one lives in a remote area. i
don’t find it as easy to make decisions on
new repertoire via the web, quite time
consuming apart from anything else, so
the day provided just a perfect
opportunity to see what is available and
what a wonderful resource they
provided. the tutors and stewards were
excellent, but perhaps the biggest thank
you should go to Janet eggleden who
worked tirelessly for months in
preparation for the day.

you are welcome to attend the
Society’s annual General Meeting at the
Holiday inn Hotel, Coram Street,
Bloomsbury, London, WC1 on Sunday
11th January 2015 at 1.30pm. as at
Haileybury it is always pleasing and
interesting to meet our members.

i hope that you enjoy our annual quiz,
with the chance of winning reeds, if you
have time over the festive period. time to
sign off and take my english Springer
spaniel for a walk before night sets in.

Richard Edwards �

Welcome to the winter magazine
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this, apparently, was the career that
beckoned if you did not pull your weight,
and at the time this was enough to get me
out of bed and into the practice room early
each morning. even if you do put in the
hours, however, there aren’t a great number
of clear-cut jobs and career paths available
for the performing musician. one unsung
option that is open for the young, free and
single player is to sign on for a cruise ship
and see the world while being paid. 

anecdotes suggest that life on the cruise
ships is dominated by a culture of heavy
drinking and strict on board hierarchies.
few of us, however, have much idea of the
realities of this singular way of making a
living. Saxophonist and composer Jenni
Watson graduated from the royal northern
College of Music in 2009 having already
performed with the BBC Philharmonic
orchestra and gained the attention of the
royal Liverpool Philharmonic orchestra as
an exciting and melodic writer. i was in the
first year when she was completing her
postgraduate studies, and her Master’s
recital, for which she composed her 45
minute-long Reflections suite, remains one
of the most magical concert experiences
i’ve had. Like many students at college at
that time, she too had never considered
working on the cruise ships, but when the
opportunity arose to exchange temporarily
the dreary Manchester drizzle for warmer
climes she found it hard to refuse. today she
leads a busy life as a freelance musician
and composer in London and recently
released her second commercial CD

Meditations, on which she plays saxophone,
violin, flute, clarinet, piano and sings
(reviewed in this issue of Clarinet &
Saxophone). She joined me to look back on
her sojourn at sea, and to provide some food
for thought for other students who might be
considering their options post graduation.

Why did you sign up for the
cruises?
although a friend had mentioned the option
during my time at college, it wasn’t
something i’d really considered. Perhaps i
felt too keenly that it wasn’t what i had been
working towards for so long. i think my
eventual change of heart was down to the
fact that i’d worked really hard for my
Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees, while
juggling jobs and a house renovation, so i
had missed out on some of the social
opportunities. Working on the cruise ships
seemed like a chance to get out of that
hothouse environment and to let my hair
down while using my skills. Most of all,
having spent six years enjoying
Manchester’s famous weather, it was hard
to turn down the chance to go and spend a
month in the Caribbean!

Can you tell us about the kind of
band you were working in?
i worked in what is called the Dep (deputy)
orchestra. House orchestras (one of several
bands on board) ‘belong’ to a ship, and as a
general rule they will spend three months
working on the ship and then one month off

it. the Dep orchestra goes from ship to ship
filling in for the various house orchestras
while they’re on leave. the band consists of
trumpet, alto and tenor saxophones,
trombone, bass, drums and keys, the latter
usually played by the Musical Director. in
terms of what the orchestra does, your
employers can dictate what they want of
you on any given day on board ship.
typically, you might play for a three-hour
ballroom dancing session one night, while
the next you could have a rehearsal and
performance accompanying a cabaret act
or a musical theatre show. you may even do
the show, then play some cocktail jazz in
the bar before repeating the show a second
and sometimes even a third time in the
same night.

What skills do you need for the
house orchestra?
Without a doubt, sight-reading is the single
most important skill. of course, tuning,
ensemble ability, sense of time and all the
other things that go into making a good
musician are also very important, but the
ability to sight-read a lot of material on
very little rehearsal time, in a wide variety
of styles, is fundamental. each night you
have an hour-long rehearsal from 5-6pm
for a 45-minute show that could be at
7.15pm. there’s rarely a chance to see the
music beforehand (the cabaret acts are
particularly protective of their
arrangements, and rightly so), so sight-
reading is key. Some of the other higher
levels of musicianship are a bonus. 

WE ARE SAILING

Stylistic awareness is also a big one.
Being adaptable to the section leader
(usually the trumpet player), and knowing
how to phrase things in different styles is a
must. there’s no time to faff around
discussing whether to play this note long
and that note short and whether to put
vibrato on the last note of a phrase.
Similarly, you need to know the classic pop
and big band saxophone and clarinet solos.
they’ll usually be written down, but
knowing how to sound on them is vital, and
you don’t want to be sight-reading Benny
Goodman’s solo from Sing Sing Sing on a
gig. if you don’t know one then you go and
listen to the track between the rehearsal
and the show and you nail it. you also have
to be very versatile – you go from backing a
classical violinist, to a West end singer, to
an operatic soprano, to playing cocktail jazz
in a quartet.

finally, you have to be patient. you might
have been top of the tree at your university
or music college, but on the ships your job
is just to play the dots and leave any
problem with the cabaret acts to the MD. if
you do need to sort out a problem with the
arrangement or the Pa you need to be able
to do it quietly and diplomatically.

What doubling skills do you need,
and what kind of set ups work
best?
you will be asked to take alto and tenor, but
in reality you should only need one or the
other. there is some doubling on flute and
clarinet, but not a lot, and it’s so much more
important to be a strong sax player who
doubles rather than a flautist or clarinettist
who, as i have heard it said, “knows which
end of a sax to blow down”.

in terms of set up, you want to go for a
middle-of-the-road sound that allows you
to be adaptable. i alternated between a
classical mouthpiece with a bright reed, and
a mellow jazz mouthpiece like a Meyer 6. i
always took several reed, ligature and

mouthpiece combinations so that whatever
the other sax player turned up with i could
adjust to match their sound.

What level of ability is required?
on saxophone, although the music is

often really easy, there can be a few really
gritty pieces you need to get stuck into at
short notice. if the cabaret act is kind they
will give you some advance warning if
they’re going to play something that has
proven tricky with other bands. you need to
have a really nice sound and to deliver
convincing improvised solos. for good
players patience again becomes very
important, because it is easy to get bored
playing long notes, but that is preferable to
a tentative musician who gets out of their
depth when the notes start flying thick and
fast.

What kind of genres do you need
to be familiar with and to work on
stylistically if you want to work on
the cruise ships?
you need to be able to play pop, music from
the shows, soul, rhythm ‘n’ blues, jazz, and
lots of very cheesy music. the sax solos on I
Will Always Love You and Just the Way You
Are are good examples of popular sax
features. Some music comes up over and
over again, including say, anything by
Michael Bublé, Feelin’ Good, and
‘Somewhere’ from West Side Story. above
all, just practise your sight-reading.

What do you have to say about the
lifestyle, and do you need to be a
particular kind of person to do it?
if you are disciplined then the sheer wealth
and variety of food on offer is a wonderful
thing. there is a gym, and most of the
musicians make the most of it, but you
never lose weight – you just keep it off! the
rooms are sharing (usually bunk-beds), and
you will always be sharing unless you’re the

only girl in the band. this means that you
need to be very self-aware and conscious of
other people. you don’t just work with the
other members of the band, you can end up
spending every minute of every day
together, so you have to be very easy going,
particularly if there’s an argument in
rehearsal.

the musicians tend to be in their
twenties, but there are people who’ve been
doing the job for 30 to 40 years. it’s easy to
see how you can end up doing it your whole
life because it is very easy to become
institutionalised. you may not have a house
to worry about, you are fully cared for in
terms of food, accommodation and
sometimes even washing, and there’s an on-
board doctor, so there’s no real need to be
self-sufficient and some people end up
feeling like they can’t go back to being a
freelance musician.

you have to be so careful to avoid
succumbing to cabin fever. it’s really
important to keep active and vary your days
and it’s all too easy to go into your shell and
become a recluse. Similarly, it is very easy
to become stale. if you are a self-motivated
kind of person then you can use all the free
time you have to do focused practice and
really hone your skills, although finding
practice space can be a challenge. there
aren’t any dedicated practice rooms, and
you might set up back stage and be just
getting into the zone and a troupe of
dancers will turn up for a rehearsal.

With regard to the stereotype of the
alcoholic ship-bound musician, you’re not
allowed to be over the drink drive limit at
any time. even as a musician you have a
duty on board in emergencies, and drills
every week to keep on top of it.

Have recent cruise ship disasters
changed how you feel?
i definitely had a little wobble. When the
Costa Concordia went down i was on my
week’s leave and i was on a night out with a

Career advice to music graduates can vary from non-
existent to brutal. When I was at college rumours abound
about a former Head of School who would have miscreants
and underperformers stand on their chair and ask the
orchestra: “Would you like fries with that?” 

Jenni’s temporary home docked
in the Caribbean

the house band
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