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CHAPTER XXIV 
 

ARMY MUSIC AND SONG 
 
 
Although my father had little or no musical training, he loved music, and he had a perfect sense 
of rhythm, which is the first element in musical appreciation. He had also a wonderful memory 
for tunes. When he was preparing the Song Book of The Army he would ask his helper to sing 
the air while he himself sang the rolling bass, and then he would conjure back a tune which he 
remembered being sung in his boyhood thirty or forty years before. 
 
Army music owes much to the Founder. It owes much also to the group of gifted men in whom 
the spirit of song was a native endowment, but it was the Founder who foresaw the value of 
Army music and determined to stamp such music with the vital and jubilant note of Salvationism. 
 
The brass bands, which have been for fifty years a popular feature of Army work, were not the 
first instance of musical development in The Army. There was a great deal of music before the 
brass bands appeared, especially a great deal of solo singing, which was first introduced 
amongst us by a very gifted man named Dowdle. From the first we took any person with anything 
like a voice and used him or her to sing to audiences what we could not get the audiences to 
sing themselves. 
 
The brass band, so far as the Salvation Army is concerned, began its history in the West of 
England. 
 
In Salisbury, in the late 'seventies, a Wesleyan local preacher, Mr. Charles Fry, who was an 
excellent cornet player in the local volunteer band, and had trained his three sons to play brass 
instruments, threw in his lot, as also did his family, with The Army. Up to that time, while the 
banjo or a concertina might have been heard here and there, there was no organized or uniform 
music. The first use of the band at Salisbury was to quiet unruly mobs who, at open-air meetings, 
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would not hear the speakers, but were strangely subdued by instrumental music and were more 
ready afterwards to give the speakers a hearing 
 
The Founder heard of these doings and wanted more particulars. It had already been brought 
home to him that the penetrating melodies which his people delighted to sing called for a special 
kind of accompaniment. The Frys were brought to London, where they formed the first 
evangelistic band at Headquarters, and not only helped the Founder at his special meetings, but 
went on visits to various parts of the country, always winning great favour. Wherever they went 
the desire to have a band locally was stimulated. In the different corps the people began to 
search out any musical talent in their midst and to purchase instruments, often from a pawnbroker 
or second-hand dealer. These instruments were often so defective that sometimes they had to 
be tied up with string or rubbed over with soap to stop leakages! But by 1882 the bands had 
become an established Army feature, and several of them by this time were of real importance 
from the musical standpoint. 
 
Among the men who stand out prominently as makers of Army music I must put in the first 
position my brother, Herbert Booth. He, a natural musician, most sensitive to some of the finest 
aspects of harmony, first originated that kind of music which I may call peculiarly ours. It is right 
that he should have special recognition for the great work he did. He was the creator of melodies 
which are now known throughout the world, both within and outside The Army. Words or tunes 
of his composition are used in a large proportion of our services. His melodies stand unrivalled 
in their suitability to Army meetings, and they have earned undying popularity. They do not fade, 
as do some others, and they are as vital today in the life of The Army as they were on their first 
appearance. 
 
After this brotherly tribute, let me return to the history of the bands. Among the earliest were 
those of Consett, which started with four instruments in 1879; Northwich with fourteen 
instruments in 1880; and Carlisle and South Shields in 1881. The first London Band was the one 
at Whitechapel, formed in 1880. But the band movement really started in the provinces, and was 
of slower growth in London, though we have the Regent Hall, Chalk Farm, Congress Hall and 
Hackney Bands dating from 1882. As a rule, the bands were started through individual effort, 
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generally owing to the ability of one man in the corps to play a cornet or some other brass 
instrument. The bandsmen were never paid for their services. Some of them in the early days, 
though on fire with zeal and love, were extremely uneducated. In the first South Shields Band, 
for instance, some of the men were not able to read or write. They had been taught music by a 
professional man who was sympathetic to The Army. Consequently, while they could read their 
musical score, they could not read the titles to the pieces, and they had to resort to pictures for 
their titles. The song “Out on the ocean sailing,” for example, would have a boat as the 
headpiece. "The Jews, they crucified Him,” would have the figure of a man with a 
characteristically Jewish face carrying his pack; and “Oh, to be over yonder” was represented by 
a chair on one side and a “weary Willie” groping his way to it on the other! Some of the bands 
started without even a knowledge of music on the part of the bandsmen. The instruments were 
obtained at a time when none of the men could play, except perhaps the leader. The men would 
hold a prayer meeting and ask God to help them, then each would take to handling and blowing 
an instrument, and presently out they would sally, while the people who heard them must have 
imagined that this was a brass band gone out of its mind. But they persevered, practising night 
after night until they got the right pace. 
 
Early in the history of this movement the choice of the music to be played presented a problem. 
The various bands were accustomed to buy their music from outside publishers. They would get 
hold of Sankey's tunes, which were arranged for brass instruments, or they would appropriate 
secular marches. When the bands were brought together on occasions they had different 
arrangements for common tunes, and so the effect of massing — later on such a great feature 
of Army musical festivals — was not possible. The Founder awakened to the fact that if bands 
were to be of real service they must be uniform in the music they played. The idea of a Musical 
Publishing Department occurred to him, and this took shape in the autumn of 1883. The old 
Band Book of eighty-eight tunes was the beginning of The Army's published music, and its 
success was such that the Founder, shortly after its publication, issued an order that henceforth 
Army bands should use only music which had been published by The Army. This led to some 
breakaway, because a number of men had got attached to the old arrangements and the old 
tunes. The Founder, however, was completely justified in the action he took. It was not for its 
own sake that he wanted the finest music he could obtain; he wanted music which would have 
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the martial and jubilant character of the Salvation Army spirit and would carry its own message. 
He wanted the music to be the Salvation Army itself worked out in melody. 
 
At first the bands were used only to aid the singing, but as they developed in technical skill they 
were asked occasionally to play a tune without singing. The band, of course, had the advantage 
over the voice in crowded thoroughfares that it could compete against the noise of the traffic. If, 
then, a band was called upon to play other than as an accompaniment, why not allow it to reach 
its own level of excellence — the soprano or bass, for example, to play a melody of its own? 
Thus the scope of the bands was enlarged, they played a piece before the meeting, or on the 
march, or at the open-air, though care was always taken, and is still taken, not to let the band 
usurp the proceedings. 
 
The unquestionable genius of the Founder, not only in introducing band music, but in insisting 
on its Salvationist character, stimulated the capacity of our people. The creative power in music 
which the Salvation Army has evoked is one of the most striking things in its history. Our best 
music is the creation of Salvationists, both in matter and arrangement. We have produced 
between six and seven thousand original songs with music, and our marches and selections are 
bordering upon the thousandth issue of the Band Journal. 
 
The Salvation Army has gained a good deal of popular interest on account of its facility for 
adapting to its own purposes, secular tunes and jingles. The remark has been attributed to 
William Booth, “Why should the Devil have all the good tunes?” Some of the stories of supposed 
Army adaptations, however, are apocryphal. I have before me at the moment some lines which 
were sent by Sir Hiram Maxim in 1911 to the Literary Guide as having been received from a 
Boston solicitor who had stated that a member of the St. Botolph Club in the Massachusetts city 
had just brought this song over from London as a Salvation Army song which he had heard 
rendered with tambourine and drum accompaniment. The chorus is as follows: 
 

“The bells of hell go ding-a-ling-a-ling 
For you, but not for me; 

On high the angels sing-a-ling-a-ling, 



 

THESE FIFTY YEARS — Chapter Twenty-Four 5 

That's where I'm going to be. 
Oh, death, where is thy sting-a-ling-a-ling, 

Oh, grave, thy victory? 
No ding-a-ling-a-ling, no sting-a-ling-a-ling, 

But sing-a-ling-a-ling for me." 
 

This is a parody of an Army song! 
 
Perhaps I may mention a few of the other men whose names stand out in the early records of 
Army music. Το my brother Herbert I have already paid tribute. I have also mentioned Charles 
Fry, who was a poet as well as a musician, not, however, a creator of melody, but a performer 
and a trainer of bandsmen. Some of his earliest songs also are among the living treasures of 
Salvation Army music. His son, F. W. Fry, also showed excellence in original music, and from the 
theoretical point of view he had a better musical equipment than his father. 
 
Then I must mention Colonel Richard Slater, who came into the movement in 1882. Slater had 
had a musical training as a youth. He was in early manhood a disciple of Bradlaugh, but one day, 
out of curiosity, he attended an Army meeting at Hampstead, and his eyes were there opened 
to his spiritual and moral needs. The Founder's attention was directed to Slater during a visit to 
Regent Hall. Slater was introduced to my brother Herbert, who was writing melodies and songs 
at that time, and he was soon given a place on the Headquarters musical staff, and presently 
became responsible for the technical side of the Musical Publishing Department. His own songs 
number between five and six hundred, and he has written between four and five hundred band 
pieces. 
 
Another important figure in Army music is Commissioner Oliphant, who gave up the position of 
clergyman at a fashionable West London Church for officership in The Army. He has not written 
many songs, but one of the number entitled “Thou art enough” for me conjures up a pathetic 
incident. Oliphant at that time was a sick man, with lung trouble, and the doctors had declared 
that he could not live more than a few months. He had just come, full of enthusiasm, into The 
Army, and he thought it a cruel thing that when this great door of service was opening to him 
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his life should be cut short. But one day he sent for a colleague and drew out from under the 
bedclothes some crumpled sheets of paper. They contained this song, and the tenor of it was 
that God's will was to be done alike in dying as in living. His colleague took the sheets from the 
hand, as he thought, of a dying man, and obtained a melody, but Oliphant's life, happily, was 
prolonged, he got over the trouble, and has put in thirty years of service since then. It seemed 
as though he had been taken into the valley in order that he might write that song. 
 
Similar in some ways was the case of Marshall, another man who stands out prominently in the 
history of Army music, not as a writer of songs, but of original marches, and an excellent scorer 
for brass bands. This man was a miner in South Shields, whose spine had been injured by a fall 
in the workings, and for months he had been in hospital, where the doctors considered his case 
hopeless. He offered himself to God, with every faculty he possessed, if his life were spared. Two 
years passed by without any signs of physical improvement, but presently he began to feel a 
capacity for movement in his lower limbs, and his strength was renewed. In the meantime a 
helper was wanted in the Musical Department to assist in scoring, for which post Marshall was 
the obvious man. He always believed that he had been made a cripple in order that he might 
become one of the first of our writers of band music. 
 
The old-time scoffing at the quality of Army music is today a thing of the past. Army music, apart 
from its first and supreme purpose, of bringing men and women to God, has enriched the musical 
life of the common people of this country and of many other lands. Mr. Bernard Shaw, who is 
still a musical critic, even before he is a critic of life and manners, sat with one of our officers at a 
Salvation Army Band Festival and remarked to him, “I dined with Richard Strauss and Sir Edward 
Elgar only a few days ago. What would they have given to have been present at such an event 
as this!” We asked Mr. Bernard Shaw to go to one of our festivals as a professional critic. He did 
go, and wrote us a critique, for which we paid him a fee, which he promptly handed back. Some 
of the remarks in his criticism are very good indeed. He began by saying that it was sixteen or 
seventeen years since he had first heard the Salvationist Musical Festival at the Clapton Congress 
Hall. He had then retired from regular practice as a professional critic of musical performances; 
but an ignorant disparagement of The Army bands by some journalist provoked him to write a 
letter to the Press in their defence as an act of justice. This letter came under the notice of the 



 

THESE FIFTY YEARS — Chapter Twenty-Four 7 

Founder, and the upshot was that he was invited to attend the next festival and to say what he 
thought of the bands as a disinterested technical critic, which he did. He had supposed this to 
be forgotten until, some sixteen years later, he was asked if he would care to pay the festival 
another visit and report progress. He could not refuse, and therefore he went off to Clapton “to 
hear what changes had occurred, for better or worse, in the course of the years which had 
elapsed since I astonished London by making the heroine of one of my biggest plays (Major 
Barbara) a Major in the Salvation Army, and substituted for the conventional theatrical love scene 
in a drawing-room a conversion scene in the yard of a Salvation barrack. I may add that when 
several of my old plays were revived last year, Major Barbara proved to be the most alive of them 
all.” Mr. Bernard Shaw gave us some lively and invaluable technical criticism which it would be 
out of place to quote here, but he said that “As of old, I found the first effect of the massed 
bands tremendous. When you have a band in which forty trombones (there may have been more, 
but I counted forty) make only an item, all playing with a fervent enthusiasm that professional 
players can never supply to order for their guineas, you have to hold on to your chair to avoid 
being carried away." He added that if only Strauss and Elgar had been present he believed they 
would have been so boundlessly delighted that they would have then and there promised to 
compose an opening piece for the next festival. 
 
Other great musical leaders who have shown their interest in The Army bands have been Colonel 
Mackenzie Rogan, late bandmaster of the Coldstream Guards, Sir Alexander Mackenzie, Sir Hugh 
Allen, Dr. Henry Coward, Sir Dan Godfrey and Mr. William Rimmer, one of the foremost men in 
the prize band world. These names represent both the academic and the popular side of music. 
It is evident, therefore, that The Army in this development has not floundered on its way. The 
secret, perhaps, is that the people of The Army have had something to sing about, that the 
singing and music were not something pushed into them, but the natural expression of their joy. 
And what has been done in this country has been a guide and inspiration to The Army elsewhere. 
It is not too much to say that The Army has sung itself round the world. 
 


