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Foreword.

The idea for this collection came about as a result of a throwaway remark at an
Executive meeting of the National Association of Accordion and Fiddle Clubs, when
Angus Fitchet was chosen as the featured composer for our Festival at Musselburgh.
We soon realised the difficulties some competitors were going to have in obtaining
the music of Angus since, although he had been a prolific composer of “Our Kind of
Music”, very little had been published. One of our number happened to say, “Why
don’t we publish his music — God knows it needs to be available”! And so the seed
was SOWn.

Angus’s tunes have been popular with Scottish Dance Bands for many years, indeed
there has hardly been a “Take the Floor” broadcast in recent years without at least one
Fitchet tune to the fore.

His music is characterised by structured melodies, which invite inventive harmonies,
pleasing both to the listener and player alike.

Our intention is to publish all of Angus’s work, with the permission of those who
have previously published some of his pieces, to create a complete anthology of “The
Music of Angus Fitchet”

Nicol McLaren

Chairman

National Association of Accordion and Fiddle Clubs
February 2001
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Angus Fitchet

Angus Fitchet, of Dundee, was one of Scotland's foremost fiddlers and bandleaders. He was
also a remarkably versatile musician whose experience ranged from village dances to network
television shows accompanying high profile international guest artists.

Angus's father worked on a small dairy farm outside Dundee and Angus recalled being
wakened in the morning to the sound of his father's fiddle. He was understood to be a fine
player and had been taught by John Lamond of Monikie. It wasn't long before he uprooted
the family and settled in Dundee where he hoped to make a better living. It was he who gave
young Angus his first lessons when he was five years old and before he was very much older,
Angus was playing at dances alongside his father. When he got tired, he lay down at the
back of the hall and slept for a while before taking his place once more in the band, quite
often playing until 7 00am! He went to various teachers but seems to have gained his
considerable musical knowledge from watching and listening and from natural ability.

In the days before ‘talkies’, the cinemas hired small orchestras to add musical drama to the
films being shown. In the street where Angus lived, these musicians used to congregate on a
Sunday afternoon for a "session". Angus was right in there, handing out music, running
errands, listening, watching, discovering the joys of classical music, hearing for the first time
of Haifitz and Kreisler, borrowing records and playing them slowly until he could play along
with them' He would play scales and arpeggios for hours (something he continued to do even
when he was quite an old man), and then, at the ripe old age of twelve, a visiting piano tuner
heard him and asked if he could play one night at the local cinema as the violinist was absent.

This was the beginning of Angus' professional musical career. And what a different way of
life this was compared to that of a professional musician in the latter half of the 20" century.
On a Monday morning the film would be shown and the conductor would decide what music
would be most appropriate - romantic music for love scenes, short excerpts from the classics
for chases, cowboy sequences, €tc. Then came the advance publicity for the big feature
film, "Uncle Tom's Cabin" - and the musical score was sent with the film! - orchestra parts
for an orchestra of 120 - and only three musicians in Dundee's "Britannia” Cinema! Angus
recalled that often the musicians could not hear themselves because of the audience
discussing with each other what was happening - "silent" films indeed! But what a
wonderful experience for a young lad - and his five shillings per week helped the family
finances. This, however, came to a sudden end with the advent of 'the talkies'.

Angus, however, did not plan to give up his musical career. He bought a saxophone and was
soon playing this instrument very competently. Angus first married in 1932 and had three
children by the late 1930's, when he went to Largs to join a five-piece orchestra in a restaurant
there. This engagement came to an end during the early years of the war when the Italian
family who owned the restaurant was interned for the duration.  The family returned to
Dundee where, in 1945, Angus joined Jimmy Shand’s Band. Three years later, Angus married
Bette. This was a loving partnership, which produced two more children.

Working with Jimmy Shand's Band gave him a taste for Scottish band work and he later
formed his own highly successful Scottish Dance Band - but what other band leader drove his
band all over Scotland and England in an old Dodge Red Cross ambulance which had cost



him £50 and was run on half petrol and half paraffin? "Sometimes we couldn't see for the
smoke!" There was the famous occasion when, at North Queensferry, the boat had moved off
but when it was noticed that an ambulance had been left behind, the ferry turned back and
Angus cheerfully drove his "band bus" on board. Inside, the members of the band were sitting
playing dominoes! The opening of the Forth Road Bridge made life much easier! The
Band played many live broadcasts, made records, and toured Scotland and England, playing
in village halls and at large Scottish Country Dances. And many times Angus would write the
date and place of a new booking on a cigarette packet then, cigarettes finished, toss the packet
out of the bus window!" With his legs invariably crossed, his small frame curled lovingly
round his instrument, Angus never played a wrong note. ~ One night when playing for a
"Dashing White Sergeant", he suggested that he and the two accordionists in the band take
turns choosing the tunes. Jimmy Stephen led with "The Rose Tree", followed by the second
accordionist's choice of "The Mason's Apron". When it was Angus's turn, with an
irrepressible grin, he went straight in to "The Spey in Spate"; one of the most difficult reels
ever written. He then laid his fiddle down, folded his arms and sat back to watch the band
furiously trying to get their fingers round this tune!

For some years Angus gave up his band and returned to playing solo fiddle, touring with the
well-known Scottish artists, Will Starr and Robert Wilson. The sweet tone Angus brought out
of the fiddle was always recognisable, no matter which band he was playing in. He did not
have valuable fiddles but could coax the same tone out of whatever instrument he played.
When asked once by a so-called expert "What make of fiddle are you playing, Mr Fitchet?”
Angus replied in his broad Dundee accent, "Eeh, it's just an auld bit o' stick". He was very
happy with a fiddle he bought for £5 in a market in Dundee but always insisted that a fiddler
needs a good bow, preferably a Viom or a Turte.

He was in his late sixties when he joined Jimmy Blue, whose band travelled full time with
Andy Stewart and this was a wonderful partnership. Andy loved Angus' humour and many a
time "dried up" onstage because of Angus' witticisms. On one occasion an English pop group
guesting on the show was having great difficulty in their rehearsal, due to some bars having
been missed from their orchestration. As the afternoon dragged on and the band waited for its
run-through, Angus finally shouted to the group "Div ye no' ken Danny Boy?" Andy Stewart's
weekly TV show, "Scotch Corner", was going out nation-wide at that time with guest stars
such as George Hamilton IV, Rolf Harris, Dana, Julie Felix and others. Angus loved the
challenge of sight-reading the "dots" placed in front of him and enjoyed the tours to Australia
and New Zealand with the show where, on one wet Saturday, he exhibited his prowess with a
different kind of stick when he entertained the cast of the show with a repertoire of most
impressive tricks on the snooker table!

Having overcome deafness and a severe bout of arthritis when he was no longer able to play
his beloved fiddle, Angus found relief with a course of 'gold' injections. All were delighted
when he was once again able to draw the bow across the strings and produce his unique

sound.

With the advent of Accordion and Fiddle Clubs, Angus found yet another new career,
guesting with Bobby Crowe and his Band at venues all over Scotland and in the North of
England. There is a wonderful memory of him at Banchory Club where he had finished his
guest spot and invited all the young members of the Banchory Strathspey and Reel Society to
join him on stage. Angus sat on the front of the stage, legs dangling over the edge, and played



along with the youngsters giving them wonderful encouragement as well as a night to
remember. Angus, however, did not just make guest appearances. He was a regular at
Dundee Accordion Club where he often spent more time in the back room giving tips to
young fiddlers who listened and learned

To travel to 'gigs' with Angus was a delight. Every village brought a memorable story to
relate which would digress into tales of characters he had met or tunes he had played and
always there was humour and laughter. Reminiscing about Angus is to remember always, his
gift of fun, his sometimes quite wicked sense of humour. Jim Brogan, who was a member of
his band for many years, recalled one occasion when, driving home in the early hours of the
morning, Angus slowed down coming into Stonehaven, looking to right and left. The same
thing happened as they entered Montrose and suddenly Angus stopped the bus, dashed out
and ran back the way they had come. The band sat still, wondering what could have
happened. Suddenly Angus jumped back into the driving seat, clutching a bunch of beautiful
red roses wrapped in a handkerchief. "Where did you get these at this time of night?" "Och,
there's a garden full of them back there - they'll never miss them". "Is it your wife's
birthday?" he was asked. "No, the family is going to a wedding tomorrow and we need
buttonholes".  He was eternally young at heart.

When he was in his 80th year, the BBC did a two-band broadcast from the annual weekend
gathering of the National Association of Accordion and Fiddle Clubs, recorded in a hotel in
Perth. Robbie Shepherd was unable to link the programme and the bandleaders were asked if
they would be able to make their own introductions. Angus not only introduced members of
his band and announced the tunes, but went on to introduce the "Club News", which followed
the Scottish Dance Music! And all done with the utmost confidence and professionalism.
Probably his last appearance at a Club was in Perth, when he was 81 years of age.

But Angus's legend will live on in his music. He was a prolific and wonderful composer who
wrote his first tune, "Mr Michie", in1926 - a march, which is still popular with Festival
competitors. His reel, "J.B. Milne", has probably been broadcast more than any other Scottish
tune. But his slow airs, such as 'Happy Retirement', 'Marjorie Jane Barclay', and Lament for
Will Starr', like his many other compositions, make him comparable to the great James Scott
Skinner. When the news broke of the tragic Lockerbie air disaster, it was suggested Angus
write a "Lament for Lockerbie". Two days later, the manuscript of this moving slow air was
delivered by Angus. Very few people know that he also wrote some words to suit the music
which, he thought, could be sung as a hymn!  When Bobby Crowe played his newly
composed march "The Provost of Forgandenny" over the telephone to Angus, he was amazed
to receive next day, in the mail, another march complementary to his tune in both idiom and
key -although Angus had not even enquired in which key the original had been written. He
was also an innovator. In the fifties and sixties, the BBC demanded simple chords be played
and anything so contemporary as a diminished 7™ was not permitted. Angus got round this by
writing a diminished sequence into "J.B. Milne", so that the chord could not be dispensed
with!

When asked, in his eighties, how he would like to be remembered, Angus considered for a
few moments, then replied: "Angus Fitchet, fiddler". He will certainly be remembered as a
fiddler of considerable note. But it is for his wonderful and prolific compositions that Angus
Fitchet's name will live on in the history of Scottish music.
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