I was with John Wilson on a regular
basis until the mid 1970’s. I had finished
my B.A. and M.A. in Geography in
Waterloo, Ontario. I moved to London,
Ontario to continue my graduate
studies. Willie Connell, a pupil of the
late Robert Reid, had moved from
Glasgow to Canada and was living right
around the corner from my apartment
in London. What a golden opportunity.
Willie was steeped in the Cameron
style of piobaireachd interpretation as
passed to him through J. MacDougall
Gillies and Robert Reid. I continued
to work with Willie on a weekly basis
until I made the decision to retire from
competitive piping in 1983.

The legend that is;

Bob Worrall
- Chris Stevens

T

o add to the international
flavour of this edition
of the magazine, we are
delighted to present an interview
with one of the pipe band world’s
most recognisable and respected
characters – Bob Worrall.
His passion and expertise in
our noble art have taken him
to all corners of the planet as a
piping and pipe band adjudicator,
workshop master, performer and
commentator. Bob is frequently
interviewed online, some of which
are as recent as mid 2020, and all
extensive. When we approached
Bob to see if he’d do us the
honour of a tête-à-tête, there was
no hesitance – he was please to
be asked, and delighted to assist.
Such is his generosity.
We suggested to Bob we would
prepare a series of questions
regarding various aspects of
his life in piping, with a view to
turning his answers into a story.
His response to the questions
however was so extensive, we had
to reword some of the questions
to suit the answers, and thus, have
left this as a true Q&A interview.
I think you’ll find, as you read
through the interview, this was
exactly the right way to present
the life and times of Bob Worrall.
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In your early years, how were you
introduced to piping, who were
your early teachers, mentors and
heroes, and where did this all take
place?
I grew up in the very small rural Ontario
village of Teeswater. It was 1963 and I
was 12 years old and in grade 8 at school.
The village has a strong Scottish heritage
and the local council decided it would
be a good thing to start a pipe band and
set up a teaching program. At the time,
my father was the reeve of the village
and ran our weekly newspaper. So, I
was extremely aware of the publicity
surrounding this venture.

from Scotland in 1949. Fast forward to
the end of my amateur piping career in
the late 1960’s and Bill Millar insisted I
go to none other than John Wilson for
tuition.
In the first year of tuition with John
Wilson I was part of a group of five. Bill
Livingstone was also part of the same
group. We had no amateur piobaireachd
piping events in those days, so as I
prepared to go into my first professional
piping competition, my first exposure
to piobaireachd was in those lessons
with John. The first piobaireachd during
those lessons was none other than The
Big Spree. Yes, I was thrown right into
the deep end.

On Saturday evenings during the summer
our family would drive to Kincardine,
a nearby town on the shores of Lake
Huron. It was a chance to listen to the
local pipe band play the visiting tourists
down the main street. I loved it from the
first time I heard the pipes. So, when the
chance came to take weekly lessons in
our local town hall, I jumped right in.
The teacher who was brought in to do
the instruction was Bill Millar. He was
a fairly recent arrival in Canada from
Omagh in Northern Ireland. He was
a superb instructor and an extremely
skilled player. I started on the chanter in
October; got my first set of Granger and
Campbell pipes in May; and, went into my
first competition in June. While that may
seem like a pretty fast forward move into
competitive piping, all I can say is that
I’m happy there aren’t any recordings of
that first competition. Nevertheless, the
adjudicator for that event was the late
John Wilson who had come to Canada

When I read Malcolm Gladwell’s book
Outliers I couldn’t help but realize
that so much of the success I had
experienced as a soloist mirrored the
premise upon which he based the book.
I was fortunate to have grown up in
a village that wanted to have a local
pipe band. Despite the remoteness
of my home village, I had access to an
immensely skilled teacher. That same
teacher knew when to push me on to
another instructor. And, I also can’t help
to think what would have happened if
John Wilson had not emigrated from
Edinburgh to Toronto, but had gone
to another country, another province
in Canada, or had not emigrated at
all. And, the final piece in what I call
the Gladwell puzzle was my decision
to pursue graduate studies and my
teaching degree in London, Ontario,
while living three blocks from Willie
Connell’s home.
During all the early years competing
on the amateur boards in the Ontario
circuit I was exposed to some superb
players. Virtually all of those players
went to John Wilson for tuition. Bill
Millar used to encourage me to put my
pipes away after competing in my own
events and then go and listen to the
elite players on the professional boards.
He said it’s one of the best lessons in
piping that you can have. One of those
players in that era was Chris Anderson.
Originally from Fife, Chris was the Pipe
Major of the City of Toronto Pipe Band.
I literally idolized his playing. And, it
was no surprise that I ended up joining
the City of Toronto Pipe Band in 1968.

1963

Young players today may have their
solo piping heroes….Stuart, Willie,

Roddy, Angus, etc. For me, in an earlier
era, it was no different. But mine were
John D. Burgess, Angus MacDonald,
Hugh MacCallum, Iain MacFadyen, and
John MacDougall. I collected all their
recordings, learning many of the John
D. recorded selections by ear. Meeting
and competing with these piping icons
in the 1970’s was a dream come true.
Adjudicating alongside many of them
over the last three decades has been an
incredible honour.
You’ve obviously enjoyed
outstanding success on the solo
boards – where and when did
competition begin for you, and
where has it taken you?
My amateur piping career was relatively
short lived and, restricted to the
Ontario circuit. When I started out, the
amateur grades were based on age. I
first competed in the summer of 1964
after I had just received my first pipes.
I only entered one contest that year.
1965 was my first year hitting most of
the games on our circuit. I suppose I
would have been in the 14 and under
grade. I then competed for two years
in the 16 and under grade. Just when
I was to go to the 18 and under grade
our association moved to a different
grading system. I was placed in Grade
1 and played in that grade for two
years. I won the Grade 1 amateur title
at Maxville in those two years and then
was moved to the Professional grade. I
was 18 at the time.
So, I played on our circuit and at a few
U.S. based games from 1970 through
to my final year competing in 1983.
Over those years I managed to win the
North American solo professional title
7 times and got the overall professional
Champion Supreme in Ontario for
12 of those 13 years. The Livingstone
Invitational was in its early years at that
point. I only competed in its first four
years and won it on three occasions.
It was during that period that I was
being encouraged to make the journey
to Scotland to test my playing at a
few of their key contests. That would
have been in 1976 and 1977. I did
manage to capture a few key prizes
during those years, but I suppose
the most significant of those would
be the March, and the Strathspey &
Reel events at the Northern Meeting

Bob competing in Oban, 1973

in Inverness in 1977. In those days
there was also an annual invitational
competition organized by the Eagle
Pipers in Edinburgh. While I was over
during those years I was invited to play
at it twice. I managed a second place
in both of those years, once to Iain
Morrison and the other time to Donald
MacPherson. I went to teachers’
college right after that 1977 trip and
got a teaching job straight after
graduation. The school year started at
the beginning of September. In those
years the Northern Meeting took place
at the start of our school year. So,
returning to Scotland to compete at
the Northern Meeting would have been
impossible. If the dates of Oban and
Inverness had been what they are today
I undoubtedly would have continued to
make the annual journey to Scotland as
a solo competitor.
My mother was diagnosed with a
terminal illness in 1983. My primary
focus had to shift to family, so
I made a conscious decision to
stop competing at the end of that
year. She passed away in March of
1984. The competitive void quickly
got filled up with a focus on my
teaching career, private teaching, and
adjudication. I had been adjudicating
band events since 1975. While I was
still playing every day, I found that
I truly didn’t miss competing in the
solo competitions. And, being away
from the intense focus on a solo
competitive repertoire was allowing
me time to expand my repertoire,
both in light music and piobaireachd. I
also began to realize that there was a
little creative bug niggling away at me.
That’s when I started putting pencil to
the manuscript for some of my first
compositions.
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I believe you’ve not led any bands
at high level competition, but
what bands have you played in,
and what were highlights of those
days?
My initiation into bands was with
our village pipe band in Teeswater,
Ontario. I competed with them for one
year before making the move to my
teacher’s band in Goderich, Ontario. It
had been Grade 2 band, but by the time
I joined it had been moved to Grade
1. At the end of that first season the
band experienced what many have gone
through, the exodus of a drum corps.
My teacher then encouraged me to join
the City of Toronto Pipe Band under
Chris Anderson.
Those were great years on the Ontario
circuit, with weekly head to head
contests between the City of Toronto
and Clan MacFarlane Pipe Bands. The
MacNish Pipe Band from St. Thomas,
Ontario was also in the mix during
those years. All three were making
periodic trips to Scotland.
I got approached by George Campbell
at the end of the 1971 season to come
and join a band he was starting up
and going straight into Grade 2. Bill
Livingstone and I would both be in
this new General Motors Pipe Band
(See photograph below). I made the
move and experienced a couple of
amazing years with the band. We
swept the season in Grade 2 and were
immediately moved to Grade 1. After
a very successful first year in Grade 1
the decision was made by the band to
take a year off from the circuit. I didn’t

join another band, but decided just to
focus on my solo playing. When the
band went back at it the following year
I decided to take another year off from
the band. Between grad school and
my own solo piping I just couldn’t fit
in another commitment. Shortly after
that our association asked if I would join
the adjudicators’ panel. While still very
active on the solo circuit, they started
using me as an adjudicator for the band
events in the afternoon at our contests.
That would have been in 1975. Hence
began the next 45 years of pipe band
adjudication.
When I stopped playing with the
General Motors Pipe Band I had several
requests to take on the leadership of a
band. I knew at the time I could have
done it, and quite honestly I’m sure I
could have been successful in that kind
of a leadership role. However, at that
point in my life I just didn’t see it as a
good fit. I had so much on my plate
and I’ve never taken on any task in half
measure. I just knew that I couldn’t give
it 100%. Everything in my life would
have been diluted. I missed playing in
bands. I missed the creative energy and
the camaraderie. At the same time, I
really believe we all need to continue to
give back. For me it’s been through solo
teaching, band coaching, adjudicators’
certification, and adjudication.

You’ve had parallel careers in
teaching, being school and piping.
Can you tell us about the former
and what year groups / subjects
you were involved with, and some
highlights or special moments of
your career?
I was a geography teacher for the most
part of my teaching career. While
I taught our high school system’s
compulsory Canadian Geography
course, I loved the senior courses in
Physical Geography, Urban Geography,
and World Issues. As a kid, and to the
present day, I loved collecting rocks
and minerals. Yep, I know, I’m a total
geek. And, much of my undergraduate
and graduate degrees were focused on
urban issues and urban planning. On
top of that, I have to admit, I’m a total
political junkie. So, those three courses
ticked off all the right boxes for me.
I ended up being Head of Social Studies
for my last 22 years in our school board.
An additional headship was added as
we consolidated leadership roles in
our school. So, I ended up taking on
the Student Activities Headship. That
had me teaching the senior Leadership
course in addition to my academic
classes.
So much of what I learned as a
classroom teacher applies directly
to how I operate as a piping tutor.
Effective communication, motivation,
and adapting to individual learning
styles are equally applicable to a one on
one lesson with a piping pupil as they
are in a high school classroom. I really
believe that my success as a classroom

teacher helped me immeasurably as a
piping tutor.
Your list of piping pupils over
40 plus years is undoubtedly
vast. Are there any who have
particularly impressed over
time?
I started teaching piping back in 1976. I
was balancing private teaching alongside
my regular teaching job. I can’t begin
to imagine how many individuals I have
taught over the last five decades. Right
now I’m working regularly with 7 or 8 of
our circuit’s young professional grade
pipers. At the same time, I have pupils
in all of the amateur grades, along with
some beginning youngsters, and a few
adult learners. I just realized in answering
this question that the age range of my
pupils right now goes from 9 to 75. And,
of course, Skype, Zoom, and Facetime
have allowed me to give tuition to a
number of superb players in Australia,
Singapore, South Africa, U.S., and
throughout Canada. At the present time,
I believe I’m working one on one with
about 30 students.
Over the years I have thoroughly
enjoyed helping out at several summer
schools. I’ve been involved in many
of those throughout Canada and the
United States for more years than I care
to remember. I have even taught at
the Australian school in Sydney on two
occasions.

You’ve been on the adjudication
panel at probably hundreds of solo
and pipe band competitions. Is
there an easy way to summarise the
numbers geographically, and the
major events?
I suppose there is no easy way to
summarise it. Solo and pipe band
adjudication has taken me throughout
Canada and the United States, several
trips to Australia and New Zealand, many
times to the Lorient Festival in Brittany,
probably a dozen times to South Africa,
and, of course, throughout the U.K.
My first time adjudicating in Scotland
was at the World’s in 1989. I think
I’ve been on the panel at the World’s
around 12 times now. For the last ten
years or more, the B.B.C. job has not
allowed me to be involved adjudicating
at the World’s, but I’ve been used by
the R.S.P.B.A. at a number of the other
championships and contests.
My first time being used as a solo
adjudicator in the U.K. was at the London

Competitions. It must have been at least
25 years ago. I was on the bench for
the Bratach Gorm that year and have
been back to that competition several
times now. After that first trip as an
adjudicator to the London Competitions
I was added as a Senior Adjudicator to
the U.K. based solo adjudicators’ panel.
Subsequently, I’ve been on most of the
benches at the Argyllshire Gathering in
Oban, the Northern Meeting in Inverness,
the Glenfiddich, and the Masters’
Competition on multiple occasions.
We have certainly seen you here in NZ
– I recall Timaru 2001, and followed
with a recital in Christchurch. And
you were here for our championships
in 2010 at Masterton. Have you been
here on other occasions? What are
your recollections of your visits to NZ,
and of the NZ bands you’ve heard here
and in international competition?
I’ve been fortunate enough to make
it to New Zealand on two occasions
to adjudicate your National Pipe Band
Championship and on another occasion
to adjudicate the Silver Chanter Solo
Piping Championship in Christchurch.
The standard of the bands in all grades
has been consistently quite high, with
several of the New Zealand Grade 1 bands

There have also been many trips to
conduct workshops in Uruguay and a
memorable trip to Italy to teach with
Roddy MacLeod for the Bagpipe Italian
Group (B.I.G.). Those Italian pipers sure
know how to enjoy life. All of these are
great experiences. Having an intensive
week of instruction with a keen group of
pipers is so motivating. And, then being
able to watch to the progress that these
pipers make over the years is incredibly
gratifying.
After many years of teaching and
adjudicating in South Africa, I began
working with the pipe band at St. John’s
College in Zimbabwe. This has truly been
one of the most unique opportunities I’ve
had. Their progress has been amazing.
That they’ve been able to accomplish
this in such a remote part of the pipe
band world is amazing. Two years ago
when they captured the Novice title at
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the World Pipe Band Championships was,
without question, a dream come true
for all the young people in that band and
their school’s dedicated teachers.

Bob Worrall on the pen at the World Champs.
A couple of very familair faces to his left
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making it to the final at the World’s
over the last few years. And, from a
solo standpoint, I don’t have to remind
any of your readers of the major Kiwi
successes at the major gatherings in
Scotland. Their success is a remarkable
achievement for a country with a
population of 5 million. It would be
interesting to calculate the number of
bands and soloists in New Zealand and
see how that compares to the entire
population of the country. I would
venture a guess that it would challenge
the per capita numbers of any country,
including Scotland.
And your preferred discipline –
piping or ensemble, and why?
I helped bring ensemble into the
adjudication of pipe bands in Ontario
back in the late 1970’s. We were the
first association outside of Scotland
to adopt ensemble adjudication. I’ve
always described ensemble adjudication
as a moving target. We’ve refined
how we define ensemble over the
last few decades. As orchestration in
pipe bands has become much more
complex, our view of ensemble has
had to evolve to keep pace with how
bands are constructing and delivering
their musical presentation. It’s a great
challenge and I’ve thoroughly enjoyed
working hard to meet that challenge.
The job of the piping adjudicator is
much easier to define and a much more

straightforward task for the adjudicator.
It’s always a nice change of pace when
I’m given the piping as opposed to
the ensemble assignment. However,
on home turf I probably end up with
the ensemble clipboard more often
than not. There is no question that
at the end of the day I’m much more
mentally exhausted after an ensemble
assignment. But, it’s such an incredibly
rewarding task.
The World Pipe Band
Championships. This is the stage
where many of our readers will
recognise you. How and when did
this start?
I first adjudicated at the World’s in
1989. I was on the Juvenile and Grade 1
Medley circles that day. After about 12
times on the Grade 1 and virtually every
other circle I moved into the BBC booth
to provide commentary on the Grade
1 performances. So, that’s where I’ve
been for the last 12 years.
The BBC had decided that they hadn’t
covered the World’s since the 1970’s
and approached the RSPBA about
initiating coverage of the event. Jackie
Bird (the BBC news anchor) was on
board to provide commentary over
the course of the day. They needed
someone in the booth to provide
colour commentary. They suggested
that someone from the Adjudicators’
Panel would be a good possibility. The

RSPBA put my name forward. When
I was approached by the BBC I was
quite reluctant. With no broadcasting
experience I was worried that I would
be a total disaster in this role. When I
asked them to define the role for me
they said that because they were doing
something like this for the first time I
would have to just jump in and define
the job as I went along. We discussed it
at home and I was encouraged to go for
it. The rest, I suppose, is history.
After four years of providing
commentary and having some of
that blended into the hour long tv
programme which aired a week or so
after the World’s, the call went out for
live streaming of the event. So, I believe
it has been six or more additional years
that the event has been live streamed
along with commentary on all the Grade
1 finalists’ performances. I lose track of
time. Until this year, all the years just
seemed to seamlessly blend into each
other. So, I might be off by a year or
so. The TV programme also continues.
And, I can say that the BBC team is
absolutely terrific to work with. It’s
quite the operation on the actual day of
the World’s and they make my job very
easy. And, Jackie is the consummate
professional. I’m sure it’s obvious to all
who watch the TV programme that she
loves the pipe bands. We were both so
unbelievably disappointed that none
of this could happen this past August.
Fingers crossed for 2021.
Of the hundreds of performances
you’ve heard at the Worlds, what
are the most memorable (for any
reason)?
I’m sure you can understand that as
an adjudicator I have to approach
a question like this as objectively as
possible. There are performances for
which I’ve provided commentary when
I felt and actually stated on the live
stream “Well, that’s as good as it gets”.
Then, a year or two years later a band
delivers another one for the memory
books. Musically, tonally, and technically
the bar just seems to rise higher every
year.
I was one of the piping adjudicators
on the Grade 1 medley event in
1997. I considered the Victoria Police
performance as close as you could
get to musical, tonal, and technical
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Bob receiving his Long Service pin from John Hughes (RSPBA Chairman), George
Ussher (RSPBA President)and Ian Embleton (RSPBA Cheif Executive) - August 2016

perfection. I placed them first. They
didn’t win the overall title that year, but
came back and won the title in 1998.
I recently listened to a recording of
that performance and still believe that
the 1997 performance would stand up
brilliantly alongside some of the top
medley performances from the last few
years.
In recent years, great performances
by Field Marshal, St. Laurence O’Toole,
Inveraray, Scottish Power, Simon Fraser
University, Shotts and Boghall have
all managed to get top ranking at the
different championships from our
adjudicators. No longer is there one
front runner in contention going into
the final on Saturday at the World’s.
The COVID19 pandemic. I know
some of this is blatantly obvious,
but how do you see this affecting
the short and long term state of
piping and pipe bands around the
world?
The COVID19 pandemic is not only a
human health tragedy. The impact
on the arts has been felt worldwide. I
could elaborate on this at length. But,
let it simply be said that our top pipe
bands in all grades live to compete. The
competition arena is where they get to
perform and have a chance to deliver
the results of countless hours of hard
work and dedication.
Some bands have worked hard to move

their music forward through Zoom
sessions and other forms of online
communication. Other bands have
made a conscious decision to take a full
break. I’m not sure what approach the
bands should be taking. I suppose it’s a
function of many factors. Nevertheless,
with no competitive season for bands
and only online virtual contests for
soloists, many now realize they are
having more time for family, friends and
other neglected hobbies and pastimes.
If the competitions come back as we
know them, it remains to see if the
players will also come back and return
with the same zeal and commitment.
I recently had a conversation with the
lead drummer of one of the top Grade
1 bands. He said he felt that prior to
the pandemic things were getting far
too serious within and between the
contending bands. He thinks that when
everyone gets back together it should
be a lot more fun. I pray that he’s right.
God knows, after 2020 we’re all ready
for a lot more fun with our music.

You’re recognised not only as a
performer and adjudicator, but
also as a composer, with a number
of compositions and collections to
your name.
I’ve managed to compile three
collections of bagpipe music. About a
third of the tunes in The International
Collection of Highland Bagpipe Music
are my own compositions. There is
nothing quite like it when you hear a
band incorporate one of your tunes into
their repertoire. For a composer, there
is no greater compliment.
And of course, you have a life
outside of piping. Many of us
enjoy the social media posts
you regularly make of the flora
and fauna of your backyard in
Burlington. What do you do to
relax?
When I’m not tied up with all good
things piping, there is nothing I like
better than escaping into a good book.
And I suppose you could add to the
mix other hobbies such as gardening,
antique refinishing, stained glass, and
a little bit of stone carving. And, in
a summer with no piping and pipe
band competitions, and no overseas
travel, I decided to revisit something
I used to do as a young child with my
father.....raising and releasing monarch
butterflies. The species is threatened
here in North America, so it just seemed
like the right thing to do."
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To the younger pipers, with aspirations for success on the
solo boards – what’s your hot tip to help them on their
way?
There is no substitute for practice. It has to be built into your
life.
Regardless of the level at which you’re playing, seek out regular
tuition, not just a little periodic lesson.
Keep expanding your repertoire. The classics in both light music
and piobaireachd are necessary, but don’t overlook lesser known
and contemporary compositions. Adjudicators see this as a
breath of fresh air.
Enjoy the music and the camaraderie associated with
competition. Your fellow competitors will be your friends for
life.
And to the band looking for the best result or
performance – what advice can you give them to better
grab the ear of the adjudicator?
Be creative in your approach to medley construction. Put
your own musical stamp on what you put together and deliver.
Adjudicators are desperate to reward creativity.
When selecting your MSR tunes, go beyond the often heard
tunes. While these may well be classics, adjudicators are anxious
to hear something new and refreshing.

***
To finish the interview, NZPB contacted Jackie
Bird from the BBC. As mentioned earlier, Jackie
and Bob have been the live stream faces of the
World Pipe Band Championships for a number
of years. We asked Jackie for a few words on the
"Stream Team" and just how it works . . .

My job in hosting the Worlds for TV is to help showcase
the event to a wider audience outside the piping
community without devaluing the expertise of the
musicians and the high level of competition. From the
outset Bob showed infinite patience in providing me with
background and insight...and, Bob being Bob, a fair bit of
behind the scenes gossip. There could not be a better
conduit between the layman and the expert, and it's thanks
to his infectious enthusiasm and ability to communicate
quite complex aspects of the competition that the show
has become a popular mainstay of the TV summer
schedule.
I have to confess he's also provided me with some killer
questions to unsuspecting pipe majors as they leave the
arena - that's because I have a feed of his commentary
in my ear allowing me to raise some intricate aspects of
musicianship which only someone of Bob's calibre could
pick up.

Bob and Billy. Greatness in the presence of greatness

In the trade Bob's role is known as a 'presenter's friend',
and it's fair to say he's fulfilled that in more ways than one.
It's an absolute joy working with him."

Jackie Bird
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