DRUMMING

Drummer’s pathway of passion
JOHN FISHER
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JOHN FISHER… “The main thing is trying to become a
musician. That’s how I see it now, I see studying the pipe
band drum needing to be approached in a way that’s no
different from that of a Pavarotti or Yo Yo Ma or whoever.
You need all of these elements of music and it gets into
musicianship.”

B

ESIDE the renowned Alex Duthart,
on a seat at the front of a band bus
travelling from Ottawa, Ontario,
Canada, to the town of Timmins where the
leading drummer of the world champion
Shotts and Dykehead Pipe Band was to lead
a workshop, sat a nervous 17 year-old snare
drummer who had just won the 1974 Canadian solo drumming championship.

His name was John Fisher… too awestruck
to make conversation with the man sitting
next to him but clutching in his fist, as a
memento, a cigarette butt that his idol and
recent adjudicator had discarded.
“We were all ecstatic that he’d chosen to
ride on our bus,” he said. “And I was able to
sit with him.” Less than a year later, John
Fisher would ride in Alex Duthart’s bus as a

member of his elite drum corps.
At the time of his Canadian championship
win, John Fisher had been drumming for a
little over eight years.
“We lived Saskatoon, a small prairie city
in central Saskatchewan, and I remember
hearing a pipe band going by. I was fascinated
by all the uniforms, the drums… everything
about it.
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“My parents were both Scottish but there was
never really any Scottish music in the house,”
he said, “but my family knew all the people
in the pipe bands. The police force had a pipe
band, there was an army band, and my nephew,
David Hennigan, though I didn’t know it at the
time, was getting pipe chanter lessons with the
local army band.
“I joined the Saskatoon Boys Pipe Band and
began drumming.”
Learners started by rattling their sticks on a
table top. “There were no pads, no nothing,
and we banged away doing ‘mommy-daddies’
for a year. Finally you got a pad and that was
exciting, to get a rubber pad,” he said.
“Back in those days, it was two or three years
before you got a drum, and it was just parade
type material we were playing, nothing very difficult. So you got lots of basics, basics, basics.
“I was lucky enough to have a guy called
Jimmy Walker from the Bowhill and Seafield
Collieries Pipe Band who’d come over to
Canada with George Pryde and a few others
to play with the Powell River Pipe Band in
British Columbia. He’d moved on to the Fire
Department of Saskatoon.
“He was an early inspiration for me, a really
good pipe band drummer,” said John Fisher.
“And there were other good Scottish pipe band
drummers around: Jimmy Barry was in Winnipeg, Alec Brown, from Fife, was in Alberta, and
you’d hear these guys at the competitions.”
In 1968, John Fisher first heard a recording
of the Shotts and Dykehead Pipe Band. “That
was it,” he said. “I had this dream to play.”
In 1972, John Fisher’s mother, Netta, took
him to Scotland, partly to see a sister she had
not seen since she left Scotland at the age of
nine. There, she took her son to the Cowal
Highland Games where he first cast eyes on
Alex Duthart and approached him shyly. “I’m
standing there, a kid, in a yellow Saskatchewan
tartan kilt — they call it the ‘smashed eggs’ tartan — and, finally, I said, ‘hello’,” he recalls.
“The Saskatchewan Arts Board held a
two-week summer school every year. Donald
MacLeod would come over for them. George
Pryde, lead drummer of the Powell River band,
and Jimmy Catherwood, one of the original
Scottish masters, taught there. So we were lucky
in the middle of Sakatchewan to have these
people, and a lot of good players came out of
that two-week summer school system.”
After regularly attending the schools for six
years, John Fisher was recruited to teach.
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“Bert Barr from Shotts and Dykehead was
there teaching. Anyone who’s met Bert knows
what a wonderful man he was. He was instant,
he took us under his wing and that was the start
of it. It was an amazing two weeks with him.”
James W. Troy from the City of Victoria Pipe
Band was also there to teach. “He had a pipes
quartet that Bob Hardie said could win the
quartets in Scotland,” said John Fisher. “They
had some drummers including Colin Magee
(composer of the famous jig, Troy’s Wedding).
They asked a friend of mine, Dave McNicholl
— a very good drummer from Winnipeg who’d
taught at the summer school too — if we’d want
to go out to Victoria, on Vancouver Island on
the west coast.”
As it happened, John Fisher’s sister, Ruby, the
mother of his piper nephew, was planning to
retire to Victoria, and David was keen to join
the pipe band there.
“My mother, Netta, was keen to go too, so we
all moved out to Victoria in 1973,” said John
Fisher. “I don’t know whether it was really for
us or just a coincidence, but that was how it all
worked out and it was fantastic.
“I was still 16 at school when I joined the
City of Victoria Pipe Band, I’ll never forget
that sound when I went to my first practice
with them. They’d all come out of the Coeur
d’Alene Summer School system in Idaho, which
was taught by Bob Hardie and Andrew Wright,
and they were all really good pipers. I’d never
heard anything like it.
“They had some good drummers and we
worked with them to build the drum corps
up, and the next year we won the Canadian
championship in Ottawa.
“Alex Duthart was there judging; I won the
North American, and that fall I was over in
Scotland. So, from the Saskatoon Boys Pipe
Band, to Victoria, to Shotts and Dykehead…
it all happened very quickly over a couple of
years.
“I’d written a letter to Bert Barr after the
Saskatchewan Summer School asking what my
chances would be of ever playing in that band.
I got a letter back saying ‘come over, we want
you to play’. I still don’t know how all of that
happened,” he said.
When John Fisher arrived in Scotland, Bert
Barr met him at the airport. “He told me that
there was a band practice that night and we
went up to the old Shotts band hall.
“I had these red and white painted sticks and,
my God, I’m looking around and recognising

Jim Hutton, Bert Barr, Jim Kilpatrick, Tom
Brown, Ronnie Annan, Billy Stevenson… all
these world champion guys.
“Bert had told me, ‘he’s going to ask you to
play in front of the guys’, and he did. I don’t
know how I did it, too young, too fearless… but
I was nervous, I remember that. With my red
and white sticks, I played Donald Cameron.
“Afterwards, we went back to Alex’s. He took
away my red and white sticks and handed me a
set of new sticks. It was an amazing night.”
Bert Barr and his wife Eileen opened their
home and their hearts to the gifted young
Canadian drummer.
“Again, my mother was very supportive
and would send a little money over to Bert. I
was doing the odd gig and some teaching and
making a little bit of money, but I didn’t really
need money.
“I was just practising at the house all day.
Bert would come home and sit on the couch
and go over the stuff with me, over and over
again until we fell asleep, and that’s basically
how it was. Bert became and an amazing friend,
a father-figure, a brother, you name it. I was
17-18 and he and his wife Eileen were both
amazing.
“Bert and Alex Duthart were very close
friends and we’d always go back to Alex’s place
after band practices and Cathy, his wife, would
make tea and sandwiches. So, because of Bert,
I also had this close, hanging-out relationship
with Alex Duthart.”
John Fisher was personally ready for the
challenges of playing with the world champion
band.
“Through the many years at the summer
schools, there’d been so much work on fundamentals going on, and simpler material, the
kind of thing you wouldn’t see now as a younger
player,” he said. “It was more about getting
good sound quality and building up your skills.
The simpler music was good because you were
able to work on quality.
“The first really complicated, sophisticated
grade 1 score I’d seen was in 1972 when I
went to the Banff School of Fine Arts and Bob
Montgomery was there. He was lead drummer
of the Edinburgh City Police at the time, and
he gave us the score for The Royal Scottish Pipers Society. I could see that from all those years
of doing skills, you were able to actually do it.
That was exciting.
“From there, I’d started doing a lot of transcribing from records, the old Shotts records. I
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JOHN FISHER… “if you have the passion,
there’s so much that can be done.”
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couldn’t really write music but I learned scores
by rote and tried to memorise them. It was the
King George V’s Army score I’d learned from one
of the early 33 rpm Shotts albums that I played
for Alex on my first night in Scotland.
“All of a sudden, I’d started getting into more
material and it got more exciting, more fun and
more challenging. Then, when we went out to
British Columbia, there were all these great
drummers there: the Triumph Street Band,
Davy Bruce in the City of Port Moody band…
so your inspiration kept rising and your level
kept rising. They did a lot of competing, and
I was competing a lot at a young age too, and
getting really into it in the solos.”
It was winning the British Columbia championship that sent John Fisher to represent the
province in the national championships in Ottawa and launched him on his way to Scotland,
where he spent two memorable seasons playing
with the Shotts and Dykehead drum corps
under Alex Duthart.
Then he returned to Canada.
“I played a little bit with the Victoria band
and thought about pursuing percussion as a
career and getting serious with the kit drumming. That was sort of all I could do,” he said.
“So I moved to Toronto and sought out this
jazz drummer, Edinburgh-born Jim Blackley. I
knew he had taught a lot of the jazz drummers
who were big in Canada and abroad at that
time… studio drummers.
“He was another pipe band drummer
who’d moved from Scotland in the 1950s and
started teaching jazz drummers in America.
I phoned him and told him I’d played with
Alex. Although he had a two-year waiting
list for students he told me to come over.
“I only I had two or three lessons with him but
they were enough to get me on the right track,
knowing what I needed to do and, I realised
more than anything, what I couldn’t do.”
John Fisher joined a hard-working club band
called Dear Friends.
“They were well-established and very
popular. We played everything, from the urban
cowboy thing to country, pop, you name it, and
I was on the road with them for the next two
years,” he said.
“We’d do a week or two weeks at a spot. I
saved my money to go to the famous Percussion
Institute of Technology in Hollywood: I wanted
to go to the source and find these great players
to study with and be with.”
In 1982, John Fisher enrolled as a student

JOHN FISHER leads a workshop at the College of Piping and Celtic Performing Arts in Canada… ““Getting back to the
essence is what it’s all about with our art form, trying to enhance the bagpipe and the melodies and the music that was the
whole idea to begin with. I’ve become able to approach the pipe band snare drum like any other instrument and I think that I
maybe used to think about it as something different from anything else.”

at the prestigious college, and after only six
months he was asked to teach.
“They gave me my tuition fees back because I
wasn’t legally able to work in the United States.
I had no visa,” he said. ”I finally got a visa but
it was an amazing thing.“
When his mother fell seriously ill, John
Fisher returned to Canada to be with her.
She passed away a year later, and John
Fisher returned to Hollywood to teach.
“The technique I’d gained was something they
hadn’t seen down there so, thanks to Alex and
thanks to the pipe band background, that was
it,” he said. “Obviously, I knew the concepts
of the other music too because I was a drum
set player, and I was able to do the different
styles. But I also had this technique from pipe
band drumming and I’ve been able to apply
it to speak on the drum set. They saw these
technique things happening, so I got in teaching
playing techniques and how they could relate to
drum sets and, from there, I went on to teaching
drum set as a whole thing.
“It’s 50 per cent concept and 50 per cent
technique,” he said. “You have to know the
styles… you have to know the music, the
language. I learned to understand Latin, jazz,
pop… and I’ve been trying to understand
more and more: that’s an ongoing thing with
all music. Our particular style of music, pipe

band drumming, calls for so much skill. The
technique is really challenging on the one drum,
but you’ve got to understand the concept too.
It’s easier to go from pipe band to drum set
than vice versa.”
John Fisher married, returned to Canada
and taught. “I also kept up with the pipe band
thing,” he said. “It’s such a great fraternity and
I was able to judge, able to teach.
“I did some teaching in Toronto with pipe
bands, I did some teaching with the Cabar
Feidh band in Los Angeles and always stayed
connected. In 1989, the Simon Fraser University Pipe Band asked me to go out and do their
weekend with Tom Brown. So, while I was sort
of out of it, I was still keeping connected and
listening.”
Meanwhile, doors were opening for John
Fisher to a demanding career as a studio drummer and drum set teacher.
“I’ve played with and been asked to go on the
road with different people but I really got back
into pipe banding again, and I got into teaching. I was trying to balance all this stuff and, if
I was going to do the drum set, I’d almost have
had to give away the pipe band drumming.
“I tried to make it all work but, if you’re not
appearing, you’re disappearing and the pipe
band thing for some reason grabbed a hold of
me. I started doing the schools again.
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“That led me to Vancouver, a great spot for
pipe banding, and I got heavily back into the
teaching and judging. I started doing more of
the summer schools. Doing summer schools
with Ian MacLellan, pipe major at Glasgow
Police, was a great learning experience for me.
I was a very big fan of him and his music.
“It was a nice exciting time to get back into
it and it got me inspired again,” he said. “That
led to doing a school with Ian at the Mastery
of Scottish Arts Fund Winter Storm School in
Seattle where I met up with Craig Colquhoun
and Bill Livingstone.”
In 2003, that led to his taking over the drum
corps for the 78th Fraser Highlanders Pipe
Band in Ontario.
“I was living in Vancouver and flying out. It
was the first band I’d played with since Victoria
in the late 1980s, and it was very interesting to
get back into it at that level: challenging and
nerve-racking. It was gruelling, going back
and forth, and I only stayed a year,” said John
Fisher. “I was going to stay on but I thought,
‘how can I be a lead drummer in Vancouver for
a band in Toronto?’ and I decided not to do it
the second year.
“I’m still busy on the drum set. I’m doing
some studio work but I find I’m kept very busy
with the teaching. I’m teaching rock drummerrock star guys. Kenny Aronoff was the first guy
I taught who was very big. He’s played with
Smashing Pumpkins, John Fogerty, Jon Bon
Jovi, Alanis Morisette, Waylon Jennings, John
Cooper Mellancamp and people like that. He
was the number one studio drummer in Los
Angeles.
“Through that connection, came other
drummers, so now I’ve got clients coming in
from all different kinds of bands who might
have hand issues or want to improve their
technique. My client list includes a lot of ‘who’s
who’ people in the industry… mostly North
American based people like the Canadian rock
band Nickelback, Sarah McLaughlin, and others, and it’s fun to work with those guys.
“So I’ve been doing a lot of teaching, and trying to learn how I can teach this art form better
and better, explain it better and understand it
better myself, especially for the pipe band…
how we can make music on this one drum.
“I missed the pipe band thing when I left the
78ths, and I was left wondering when I’d ever
get to play again,” said John Fisher. “I found
myself waiting and waiting for the phone to ring
but I wasn’t ready to go into a lower level and
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there are only so many bands around.
“We tried to get the Victoria band going
again around a drum corps, and maybe that
can happen.
“Then one morning the phone rang and
it was Craig Colquhoun saying this Spirit of
Scotland project was happening. I couldn’t
refuse.”
John Fisher was invited to lead the drum
corps for the Spirit of Scotland Pipe Band,
answering a call from Roddy MacLeod, former
pipe major of the grade 1 ScottishPower Pipe
Band, double gold medallist and principal of
The National Piping Centre in Glasgow, to
otherwise unattached top level players around
the world to get together and, with minimal
practice, play at the 2008 World Pipe Band
Championships. The band attracted a host
of well-known professional level solo pipers
and top flight drummers, went through to the
final round and finished 11th in the grade 1
competition.
“It was a whirlwind; it was amazing, a
wonderful experience, a lot of fun,” said John
Fisher. “It turned out to be exactly what Roddy’s vision of it was. I’d certainly be up for that
again. Playing with these incredible pipers was
an amazing honour and I felt all these eyes on
me wondering what was going to happen.
“At the end of the day, we wanted to do well
but, really, it was especially about playing the
music and that was really incredible. It’d be
wonderful to do that project on a regular basis.
Maybe we can. These guys were great, mature
musicians. It was a joy.
“When I did the Spirit of Scotland scores, it
was Bert Barr who put all of it onto the computer for me and that was very special for me.”
Bert Barr died on September 24, 2008, at the
age of 72 of an apparent heart attack. He had,
however, witnessed the success of the Spirit of
Scotland project.
John Fisher is in intense demand as a teacher
but, after the Spirit of Scotland experience, is
hankering to be more involved as a player. “It’d
be nice to have a weekly practice with a band,
to be able to keep doing this, sharing more and
teaching and playing more often.”
Drumming, like any music, he said, has to
be a passion.
“There are a lot of sacrifices at a lot of levels;
you just have to find a way because there’s so
much time put into it at this level. You do it
for the love of the music. The competition
part of it can be stressful but you’re driven to it
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JOHN FISHER… “It’d be nice to have a weekly practice with a band, to be able
to keep doing this and sharing more and teaching and playing more often.”

because you love it, you believe in it. You want
to keep moving forward to try to get it better
and better.
“The main thing is trying to become a
musician.
“So much technique’s based on that: being
able to do all the articulations and textures,
controlling duration and musicality and knowing the music inside out and how to make long
notes and short notes on a drum, legato and
staccato effects… you can use all of these musical tools and try to become a great musician:
to be a percussionist on the one drum in our
style of music, and respecting it that way as a
classical instrument.
“That’s how I see it now, I see studying the
pipe band drum needing to be approached in
a way that’s no different from that of a Pavarotti or Yo Yo Ma or whoever. You need all of
these elements of the music and it gets into
musicianship.
“There can be a lot of competition in it
— a gunslinger kind of approach — but I
don’t think about winning prizes any more. I
got caught in that because I know that’s very
important but I lost a bit of that mentality when
I went to Los Angeles.
“Some of the Latin drummers, they’re more
into the beauty and the spiritual side of it: the
music, the truth, the essence. Yo Yo Ma says
all you need is the honesty and the essence

to play.
“It’s about trying to play music truthfully.
There’s a spirituality to it about communicating
and connectedness. I really get that from the
Latin drummers: an experience of something
beautiful, a gift about connection.
“When you get that, it really releases so much
on the journey towards being a better musician
because you can let go of all that other stuff. A
very famous percussionist in Los Angeles, a Peruvian percussionist named Alex Acuña, made
sense to me: it’s not about trying to be better
than the next guy, it’s about trying to be honest
to yourself and getting to the music.
“Getting back to the essence is what it’s all
about with our art form, trying to enhance the
bagpipe and the melodies and the music that
was the whole idea to begin with.
“I’ve become able to approach the pipe band
snare drum like any other instrument and I
think that I maybe used to think about it as
something different from anything else.
“The pipe band is just the same as any other
great ensemble. In the drum set world it’s the
same way: ‘why did you get that drummer?’:
‘because he’s a musician who’s a drummer’.
That connected with me and I’ve tried to bring
that to the pipe band. It goes back to my love
of music.
“And, if you have the passion, there’s so much
that can be done.” l

