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Center of Huntly: the life and work of Ronald Center 
 
Project Report 
 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The project Center of Huntly developed from a concentrated determination to research 
and raise awareness among local people about the heritage of Huntly. Although Huntly 
is a small rural Scottish town, it has seen a huge amount of history, from the birth of 
sherry barons to the death of kings. However, it is primarily the secret history of Huntly 
that we have become concerned with, not necessarily deliberately hidden, but 
overlooked. It is vital for us that this history is documented thoroughly for the people of 
Huntly and beyond, not just as a reference but as an inspiration and a source of pride. 
 
As such we are especially compelled by the men and women of Huntly, both those who 
resided in and contributed to the development of Huntly, and those who went out into the 
world after starting life here. 
After the success of our George MacDonald project in 2007, it was natural to start our 
undertaking with an almost contemporary figure, one who still exists in living memory. 
The focus of the research was placed on Ronald Center, a classical composer who 
lived in Huntly for over thirty years until his death in 1973. Although he enjoyed a brief 
spell of success in the early 1950’s, since his death his music has been very little 
performed, and was only known in music circuits leaving behind a legacy of composition 
and history waiting to be re-discovered. He and his wife Evelyn also left strong memories 
amongst a generation of local people, to whom they had given private music lessons 
and directed in the local church choir. These memories were to prove invaluable in 
assembling an oral history of Centers life. 
 
Our priority in the research was: 

• to provide a comprehensive biography of Center – very little of his professional 
career was documented and collated, and almost none of his private life.  

• to find means of making his work accessible by typesetting it in digital format 
and parting the orchestral music 

• to make accessible all the information in through various outputs: a CD, a 
booklet, a commemorative plaque and a website. 

• to stimulate a collaborative response from the public through a programme of 
events designed to highlight the work of the composer through an events 
programme and a music festival. 

• to instigate a comprehensive school and wider public education programme 
 
 
2. The Artists 
 
We decided that to approach the project sympathetically, we would be best served to 
appoint an artist with a strong musical background. We had originally planned to engage 
Argentinean musician Fabiana Galante to undertake the project, and had worked out a 
strong schedule around her abilities and aptitude. Unfortunately at the last minute 
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Fabiana was unable to commit to the project. This meant we were forced to search for 
another musician, which led to delays in the commencement of the project. 
 
We re-advertised and appointed Emily White, a musician (violin, trombone and 
composing) based in Gloucester, England, with the intention of engaging her in the 
residency. 
 
Emily studied trombone at The Royal Academy of Music before studying towards her 
Masters degree in violin and baroque violin with Rachel Podger and Walter Reiter at the 
Guildhall School of Music and Drama.  She later received her Diploma in historical violin 
from Trinity College of Music. She was awarded the 2006 Ludwig Lebell Bursary Award 
and after winning the Ella Kidney Early Music Prize gave a solo recital at the opening of 
the 2007 Early Music Exhibition. 
 
Emily works as a freelance early and modern musician in London with musicians as 
diverse as Sir John Eliot Gardiner, His Majesties Sackbuts, and Cornettes & the Tiger 
Lilies. She has also been engaged regularly as a musician at Shakespeare’s Globe 
Theatre, London since its opening in 1997. 
 
Emily had previously indicated that she was interested in undertaking a residency with 
Deveron Arts, and when we approached her, we found her enthusiastic and interested, 
and she was able to assemble a proposal which corresponded precisely with our project 
aims. 
 
Also shortlisted was Dr Sally Garden, a musicologist from Fyfe, who had already done a 
lot of research on Ronald Center and his wife Evelyn Center. Scottish mezzo-soprano Dr 
Garden has a special interest in the neglected repertory of Scottish art song and is 
distinguished by her fresh and dedicated exploration of the cultural and linguistic links 
between Scotland and Scandinavia. From these scholarly foundations Sally has 
developed her now characteristically lively and imaginative recital career featuring both 
cross-discipline and international collaborative work. She proposed to investigate the 
Scottish songs of the composer and their marital relationship.www.monsgraupius.org 
 
3. The Proposal 
 
Although Emily had trained as a solo classical violinist, one of her ambitions was to 
assemble and perform with a string quartet. When she heard that Ronald Center had 
composed a string quartet sonata which had never been performed publicly, she 
decided that she ought to gather professional musicians capable of playing this music to 
the standard which it deserves, and should perform the piece as part of the programme 
of events. She quickly discovered that the original music manuscript was not laid out 
formally, and in fact required physical cutting and pasting with old fashioned scissors 
and glue before it could be read and played. She decided that it was vital to the longevity 
of the piece that it be formally “parted” for performance and hopefully publication. In 
addition, she resolved that the music should be recorded professionally, in order to make 
it more accessible to the public and to Huntly in particular. 
 
Emily felt strongly that classical music should be accessible and appreciated by 
members of the public, as well as by all age groups. She prepared a schedule of 
workshops which she proposed to undertake at the Gordon Primary school. She called 
these sessions “Open Ears”, and planned an interactive programme which would enable 
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the children (nursery and P1) to learn more about music and instruments, as well as to 
learn how to express themselves through music, dance and performance. 
 
She also organised a group which would allow members of the public of all ages to take 
part in a similar programme. She was especially interested in those who did not have a 
musical background, who she felt who benefit most from such a programme. This 
resulted in the Easdale Choir, which kept singing after she left, and in fact is planning its 
forthcoming Christmas concert. 
 
Sally Garden committed to researching and producing a comprehensive biography of 
Ronald Center, including a record of his professional musical career, as well as 
attempting to collate a complete catalogue of his composed work. This has now been 
made available to the public, as a learning resource, and is also held as an archive in a 
local museum. 
 
It was decided that the project should culminate in a music festival celebrating Ronald 
Center, at which the outcomes of the project could be presented. 
 
 
4. The Work 
 
Emily White spent a substantial amount of time living, working and playing with the local 
community, which enabled her to build up a strong profile locally. Because of this, she 
received dedicated support from the whole town and the surrounding area regarding this 
project, which was invaluable to ensuring the projects’ success. 
Emily threw herself into the residency straight away, lodging with a local family and 
immersing herself in the community. There is a strong Scottish Traditional / folk music 
background in Huntly, and as it happened the family with which Emily was residing were 
prominent members of the local Folk Club. She began taking part in musical meetings, 
such as the Tin Hut Folk Club, Fyvie Folk Club and Huntly Folk club, and performing at 
local events, such as the Fyvie Burns supper evening, along with the Strathbogie 
fiddlers, and the Huntly Farmers Market.  
 
Classically trained Emily decided to embark on a “skills swop” – local folk musician Pam 
Cockburn taught Emily techniques employed in Scottish Fiddle playing, while Emily 
gave Pam tutelage in classical violin. These lessons gave both women a chance to learn 
more about their instrument, and eventually led to them performing both folk and 
classical duets at various events throughout the project programme, including the finale 
concert. 
Emily continued to employ the “skills swop” throughout her residency, often using it as a 
collaborative tool. It was through this medium that she organised her first official event – 
The Taster Concert. 
 
 
The Taster Concert 
 
Emily organised a recital at Huntly Episcopalian Church as a musical representation of 
the work Emily had undertaken so far.  
As part of her Skills Swop, Emily had formed an ensemble called Huntly Bones - this 
group, composed solely of trombone players, reflected Emily’s determination to bring all 
musical capabilities together. The members ranged in capability from absolute beginners 
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engaged through the skills swop, through local amateurs and professionals, to 
international soloist John Kenny, as well as of course Emily herself, who first 
established herself musically with the trombone. This ensemble performed Emily’s 
arrangement of music written by local folk musician Paul Anderson while local folk 
musicians Keith and Pam Cockburn performed traditional fiddle tunes and songs. 
Emily had engaged a professional cellist from London to perform a piece by JS Bach, a 
favourite composer of Center, as well as to duet with Emily on a piece by James 
Oswald, the Scottish baroque composer. 
Further there were performances of contemporary Scottish music for the solo trombone, 
and an original composition featuring amplified bicycle wheel, solo trombone and voice, 
written by Emily especially for the evening. 
 
The main event of the evening was the first presentation of a song by Ronald Center. 
Emily had arranged Center’s Even Song for a duet with the solo trombone and church 
organ. This was the first chance the community had to hear Center’s music properly – 
the song was exquisite, very powerful – and, in the words of Emily, desperately sad. 
 
By this time we clearly realised that we had taken on an extremely complex task – we 
had still not been able to obtain copies of the manuscripts of Centers String Quartet, and 
we had started to come across copyright issues in regard to the performance and 
recording of Centers music. 
 
Nevertheless, listening to this first performance of Center’s music had given the whole 
project a morale boost, and Emily was now determined to acquire the manuscripts – she 
embarked on a campaign to win the support of the National Library of Scotland, 
travelling down to Edinburgh to meet personally with the manuscript department. Her 
enthusiasm and sincerity quickly won their cooperation, and to her delight they released 
not only a copy of the manuscript, but also archive images of Ronald Center, kindly 
allowing Emily and Deveron Arts to use the image as part of our project. Emily 
immediately photocopied the manuscripts and began the arduous task of cutting and 
pasting the pieces into comprehensible scores. She then began to plan the assembly of 
her string quartet. 
 
 
The Isla Quartet 
 
Emily knew that the performance of Ronald Centers String Quartet No.2 would be the 
highlight of the music festival – as well as this it was hoped that we would be able to gain 
permission for String Quartet No.2 to be recorded as a studio session, and released to 
the public as a CD. Because of this, she decided that it was an absolute priority that she 
engaged professional musicians to perform the piece. Emily began to approach 
candidates for her string quartet. She was delighted to be able to enlist three colleagues 
from London who specialised in performing British new music. 
 
Philippa Mo was engaged as first violin. Philippa studied at The Royal Academy of 
Music, London and at The Central Conservatory of Music, Beijing. She works as a solo 
and chamber musician, and has given recitals and workshops on British contemporary 
music in Beijing, Turkey and Kazakhstahn. She is also working on a major research 
project with the Marmara Trio, which will be presented in concerts and workshops across 
the UK and Europe this year. 
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Rachel Robson was engaged as Viola. Rachel studied at The University of Manchester 
and the Royal Northern College of Music. Since moving to London in 2000, Rachel has 
enjoyed a varied freelance career, working with ensembles including The Philharmonia 
Orchestra, London Chamber Orchestra, Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra and 
English Touring Opera, as well as working with many popular artists, including Paul 
McCartney, Charlotte Church, and Snow Patrol. 
 
Rebecca Rees was engaged as Cello. Rebecca was awarded the Rhoda Butt 
Scholarship to study cello with David Strange at The Royal Academy of Music, where 
she won the Ruth Waddel Prize. She now freelances as a chamber, orchestral and solo 
musician. She has toured extensively as a contemporary cellist with The Walker Park 
Dance Ballet, at the Royal Opera House, London and played as solo cello with the David 
Glass Theatre Company. 
 
Emily White herself made the final member of the quartet as violin. 
 
The Quartet decided to name themselves after the local River Isla. The Isla flows from 
Rothiemay, where Evelyn Center lived before she married Ronald, into the Deveron in 
Huntly, where they spent their married lives. Both Evelyn and Ronald’s ashes were put 
in the Isla.   
 
The Isla Quartet began to rehearse in preparation for performance of String Quartet 
No.2. 
 
 
Education Work 
 
The Open Ears Sessions 
 
In the meantime, Emily had already begun a series of workshops with the Gordon Schools 
Primary School. These “Open Ears’ sessions were held four times a week, in easy to 
digest classes of half an hour each, not only with Primary 1 classes, but with the pre-
school classes, with Emily insisting that an introduction to expressive music could not 
come too early. 
 
The aim of the sessions was to have fun with classical music, and encourage the children 
to respond actively and interactively, through song, instruments and movement. To 
demonstrate classical music, Emily played her trombone and violin, as well as playing CD 
recordings. These sessions might also include stories told via music, music games to 
participate in, singing songs in rounds, and asking for active feedback from the children  - 
how  the  music  sounded, and how did it make you feel, or what  story was being  told by 
it. 
 
The sessions were held as follows: 
 
Nursery classes - Tuesday morning and afternoon 
Primary 1 classes - Tuesday afternoon and Wednesday afternoon 
 
Session 1 
Instrument: Violin 
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Performed: Mozart Violin Concerto in D Major (excerpts), Bach Partita in D minor - first 
and fourth movements 
CD listening: Beethoven Violin concerto, second movement (section) 
Story: Hector the rabbit goes to Aberdeen 
 
Session 2 
Instrument: Trombone 
Performed:  Ferdinand David trombone concerto (excerpts), Mozart Horn concerto number 
2, (excerpts) Twinkle little star (not in all classes) 
CD listening: Music of Ronald Center - String Quartet number 1, movement 2 and 3, 
Mozart Horn Concerto Rondo 
Story: Hector digs the Burrow (not all classes) 
 
Session 3 
Instrument:  Sackbuts (renaissance trombones – historical copies) 
Performed:  Pastyme with Good Companye, by King Henry VIII, Greensleeves anon (attrib 
King Henry VIII) Flow my Teares, by Dowland. 
CD listening: Under the Hammer, by Keith Dempster, Clarinet quintet by David Ward, 
(both contemporary Scottish Composers), Nocturne by Chopin. 
Story:  How the sackbut was used in the time of King Henry VIII (fanfares, banquets, to 
send the king to sleep) 
Participation: The children marched in pretending to be kings to fanfare etc - then tried to 
fall asleep to Greensleeves. 
 
Session 4 
Instrument: Violin 
Performed:  Ronald Center Duet for violin and cello, Ronald Center Hymn ‘God be in my 
Head 
‘Sleep’ by Ivor Gurney, Spey in a Spate (trad Scots), and ‘Journey Home’ Paul Anderson 
Story:  Hector the rabbit’s best friend Joe goes home to London. 
Participation: Showed music manuscripts to children, explained that the dots tell you what 
note to play - asked them to be my music stand, and turn the page 
 
Sessions 5 to 8  
Instruments: Trombone, sackbut, violin, baroque violin. 
Participation: Emily had now given a strong introduction to classical music, and the 
children felt confident enough to participate fully in the music sessions. Emily introduced 
them to a final new instrument - the baroque violin – which the children were now able to 
distinguish from a modern violin. The baroque violin has no chin rest, and has strings 
made from sheep gut – this led to a great moment when Emily was asking the children to 
guess what the music she was playing was about, and a little boy piped up ‘that it was the 
music of a dead sheep insides…” 
 
On the last session, Emily took all the instruments in, and the children were able to 
distinguish correctly between sackbut and modern trombone, and between modern violin 
and ‘broke” violin. (Unfortunately, they never quite got a grasp of the word baroque), and 
to identify physical, aural and historical differences between the instruments. 
 
Emily finished her CD listening sessions with a recording of the Carnival of the Animals by 
Saint Saëns, and was delighted to find that each class’s confidence had grown to the point 
where they participated eagerly in a dance session. She asked them to interpret the music 
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themselves, and watched them capering with glee to the Skeletons, crawling and roaring 
to the Lions, and gently pirouetting to the Tortoise. 
 
Emily also used this time to teach the classes two songs: ‘My Paddle’s Keen and Bright’  
and  ‘Little Brown Sparrow’ , and to help them sing the songs in rounds. At the end of the 
sessions the classes were able to sing these pieces successfully in rounds as a 
performance at their school assembly. 
 
 
Emily had  hoped to  show the children  how fun and exciting  classical  music is, and how 
to  listen - to open the ears till they were able to  listen to a string quartet by  Ronald 
Center, and make  something of it. By the third week of the sessions, she found she had 
already achieved this. The children exceeded her expectations in all respects, especially in 
their ability to appreciate the benefits of learning to listen quietly. She found that although 
they loved the interactive play - stomping, clapping, singing, drum -banging,  acting, and 
storytelling – the most requested activity was Emily’s “shut the eyes and  open the ears” 
game, which consisted of lying down and listening! 
 
These entirely successful sessions went on for over eight weeks, with Emily continuing to 
accept requests for further sessions from teachers who were delighted with the responses 
the children were making to the sessions. 
 
 
Other Primary School Work 
 
Further to this, a number of craft sessions were undertaken to produce badges as ‘entry’ 
tickets for the festivals. 
 
A teacher training session was given to 3 primary school teachers. 
 
 
Primary School Choir 
 
When Emily began her workshops at the school, she naturally became interested in the 
musical activities already in place. The Primary School Choir was already up and running, 
directed by Mrs Gillian Innes, and were currently singing popular songs, and songs from 
the World War II era. Emily started to take part in the choir rehearsals, improvising 
accompaniment on the trombone, and teaching the choir games to warm up their voices. 
She also taught them a unison melody of Ronald Center’s “God be in my Head”, and 
talked to them about the Ronald Center project itself. 
 
 
Secondary School work 
 
Emily gave two artists’ talks to secondary school children working with music teacher 
Alsion Moir, who then introduced two of the Ronald Center songs in the Choir. This was 
sung at the end of the school year assembly. Also the Deputy Head teacher gave a 
lecture on the composer to both school assemblies. 
The school is now the proud owner of a plaque which is mounted at the entrance of the 
building saying: Ronald Center – 1913-1973. 
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Further, visual artist Deborah Beeson undertook a number of drawing projects for 
secondary pupils of various ages, whereby the students had to draw to the music of 
Center. These paintings and drawings were then hung in the Brander library during the 
festival. 
 
 
Huntly String Orchestra 
 
By now, Emily had managed to track down not only a manuscript for Ronald Center’s 
String Quartet No.2, but also his “God be in my Head”, and his “Lachrymae”. Emily 
located the manuscript score of ‘Lachrymae in the archives of the National Library of 
Scotland. Written for a 9 part string orchestra, it is unpublished. Center is said to have 
written it in despair, believing his music would never receive acclaim in a wide context. 
He originally titled it ‘requiem for an artist’. Lachrymae seemed to be symbolic of the 
projects aim, and Emily became determined that it should be performed as part of the 
music festival. 
 
She decided to form a string orchestra to perform the piece. Local musicians Kirsty 
Lovie, Patrick Spracklen, Jim Watson, Paul Anderson, Pam Cockburn and Morag 
Johnston were enlisted, along with the Isla Quartet. As with the earlier Huntly Bones 
ensemble, the group was composed of musicians of varying abilities, as well as differing 
styles from Folk to Classical. As well as this, the group was again mixed age, from local 
children undergoing Classical training, to older Folk veterans. The rehearsals were 
incredibly challenging, especially  for  those  not familiar with  reading music in classical  
repertoire. As with the Easdale Choir, formed around the same time, the Huntly String 
Orchestra was unconducted -  highly  ambitious for a chamber orchestra.   
The philosophy behind the whole project goes back to the beginning of this report and 
the idea for the project: lifting the local talent! Through this carefully choreographed 
event we were able to show that there are many, many talents in a small place like ours 
that may or may not be recognised at some time in their and the community’s life. 
 
 
The Easdale Choir 
 
She thought perhaps she could sing, because she could sing along in the bath – but felt 
her voice wasn’t strong. It made her realise that it didn’t matter, because it was relaxed, 
and no one seemed to be extremely experienced, and that it was new, fun. Another one 
joined because she felt it was a wonderful opportunity to do singing with lots of different 
people from the community,  have a go  at  singing in harmony, and because she felt 
anything is possible, and it was  interesting to  see if that were true. The result she called 
“a powerhouse of creativity that let everyone blossom”!          Emily 
White, talking about the Easdale Choir. 
 
The school choirs’ enthusiastic rendition of Ronald Centers “God be in my Head” had 
encouraged Emily to form a choir to perform the piece at the music festival. Again, she 
was determined to show that untrained singers could not only perform successfully in 
public, but could also enjoy the experience of singing as a group, and enrich their 
confidence by doing so. Therefore, although she welcomed experienced singers, she 
began informal enquiries in shops, cafes, in the local library and at the local Curler’s Ball – 
reassuring her candidates that they would enjoy the no-pressure choir sessions. Partly 
due to the enthusiasm and confidence she had already demonstrated to the community, 
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she was successful in enlisting twenty or so members for her first rehearsal.   
Emily laid particular emphasis on the fun of singing together, learning by ear, and the 
natural musicianship of everyone. Very few choirs sing without accompaniment from 
piano, organ or guitars, and without a conductor, and Emily was very proud when her 
assertion that untrained singers are capable of singing in four part harmony together  was 
confirmed.  
 
 
Center of Huntly – a biography 
 
Center of Huntly had by now become the working title for the whole project. The idea was 
that “Center” should be used as a keyword, in order to promote a familiarity across the 
town. Emily already had a choir, a string orchestra and a string quartet ready to perform at 
the music festival – she now wanted to set about the task of assembling the biography of 
Ronald Center. Despite intensive research in reference libraries and online, Emily was 
unable to find more than basic and often contradicting facts. Emily was also worried that 
the pressing nature of the performance side would impede her in the task of completing 
the biography. Dr Sally L K Garden, a noted musicologist with an interest in forgotten 
Scottish music, especially that of Ronald Center, was engaged to do this work. Dr Garden 
had already begun a rudimentary research of Ronald Center, and it made sense to 
engage her to undertake the completion of a comprehensive biography.  Dr Garden’s 
initial findings were to be presented at the music festival, with her full formal biography to 
be completed by the end of the project. 
As well as this, local poet and writer Maureen Ross was asked to initiate a programme of 
local research, and invited to submit her findings in a creative, informal format. 
Maureen was born and brought up in the North East of Scotland, and has lived in Huntly 
for 32 years. She is heavily involved in the local creative community, constantly writing and 
collaborating creatively with other artists, and is a leading member of the Huntly Writers 
Group.  
 
Emily had searched for local contacts who had known the Centers personally, with no 
success. However, it was here that she was to find two very surprising and welcome 
contributors to the Ronald Center project. 
 
The first was eminent historian and musicologist, Dr James Reid Baxter. Dr Reid 
Baxter was born in Buckie and grew up in Keith and Macduff. As a Spanish Studies 
postgraduate student at Aberdeen, he ran a music society, and was introduced to 
Ronald Center's widow Evelyn in 1977 by the Kingussie composer William Wordsworth. 
He was an enthusiastic champion of Centers music, which he performed both in 
Scotland and - in autumn 1979 - in Colombia. 
He was hugely enthusiastic about the project, and agreed to fly from his new home in 
Luxembourg especially to take part in the festival. He also posted over an invaluable 
collection of clippings and photographs, which began to give us our first real insight into 
the life and career of Ronald Center.  
 
The second was noted journalist, broadcaster and writer James Naughtie. Naughtie is 
one of the main presenters of Radio 4's Today programme, as well as being a regular 
contributor to many music, radio and television productions. He has recently written and 
released The Making of Music, a book based upon the BBC Radio 4 series of the same 
name. 
James Naughtie was brought up in Huntly, and actually took music lessons from Ronald 
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Center, which had been described at the beginning of The Making of Music. He had very 
warm memories of Center, and despite his busy schedule agreed to take part in the 
festival.  
 
To have the support of these gentlemen was extremely heartening, and Emily finally felt 
we could set a date for the music festival. 
 
 
5. Center of Huntly – the festival 
 
The Center of Huntly music festival took place over a May weekend in 2008. It began on a 
Friday evening at the Stewarts Hall in Huntly with a specially commissioned lecture. 
 
 
Life Center: The Life and Work of Ronald Center 
 
Approximately 120 people attended this lecture on Ronald Center given by Dr James Reid 
Baxter. Accompanying Dr Reid Baxter’s lecture was Joseph Long, one of Scotland’s 
finest concert pianists.  Long’s background made him a natural choice of accompaniment - 
an interest in the scholarly aspects of music and performance has led him to examine 
many neglected works for the piano, and he has contributed through recordings to a 
revival of interest in some of the lesser-known music of Balakirev, Sibelius, Bax and 
Nielsen. Much in demand nationally and internationally, he has given recitals, lecture-
recitals, workshops and master classes in venues as diverse as the Edinburgh Society of 
Musicians, the Grand Hall of the Moscow Conservatoire, and the India International Centre 
in Delhi. After receiving special prizes in both the Audi Junior Musician Competition and 
the BBC TV Young Musician of the Year Competition at a young age, he went on to read 
Music at the University of Cambridge, graduating with First Class honours.  
 
Dr Reid Baxter delivered a passionate and animated address, giving a very personal 
insight into the music of Center, which was an excellent introduction to the life of the 
compose and the festival programme. 
The evening was complemented by a school group that delivered a special dance, 
choreographed by Lean Coetzer. 
 
The programme continued early next morning, beginning with a walking tour around 
Huntly, visiting areas especially relevant to Ronald Center, including the Gordon Schools 
where he taught as a music teacher, the hall where he did the annual students’ 
performances, Strathbogie Church where he lead a choir; Parish Church where he played 
organ, the and The Old Manse, his own residence in Huntly, where he gave private music 
tuition. The walk began in Huntly’s main square, where Evelyn Center had an antique 
shop and where a farmer’s market was on that sunny day. 
 
South African artist and professional dancer Lean Coetzer had been working with a group 
of children from the secondary school, and had choreographed a dance especially for the 
occasion. The performance was partly inspired by the traditional Maypole dance – a 
group of maidens danced around the statue of the Duke of Gordon in the main square, 
wrapping coloured ribbons around him as the group walked past. The Duke was to stay 
wrapped neatly for the whole weekend.  
 
Also in the square was Emily White, with the Gordon Primary School choir. They 
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performed the war songs they had been practising, with trombone and keyboard 
accompaniment, to the customers and stallholders of the Farmers Market, and then burst 
into Centers God be in my Head as the walking group passed them, as a beautiful 
musical illustration to the walk. 
 
 
As part of this walk, a small presentation ceremony was held at the Gordon School. 
Deveron Arts had commissioned a bronze plaque for the school, commemorating Center’s 
time at the school. The plaque was handed over to the school, and all those on the walk 
raised a glass of celebration. The walk was well attended, with approximately twenty 
people taking part. 
 
At the culmination of the walk, a special lunch was held in the Old Manse for the scholars 
and musicians taking part in the weekend – this was an opportunity for all parties to 
discuss the weekends programme, and speak about their part in the project. The house is 
now inhabitated by Euan Shand and his partner, owner of Huntly whisky. 
 
That morning also featured the launch of a museum exhibition – Dawn Ransom of the 
Brander Museum in Huntly had organised a special exhibition featuring donated 
memorabilia of Ronald Center. These included photos, music manuscripts, an old LP 
recording, newspaper clippings, and even an oil painting of Center, painted from a 
photograph by a South American artist, inspired by Dr Reid Baxter’s performance of 
Centers music in Columbia in 1979. The popularity of this exhibition has led it to now 
become a long term feature of the Brander Musuem, where it is still on view.  
 
 
Secret Center: The songs of Ronald Center 
 
The festival programme continued that afternoon with a recital and lecture from Dr Sally 
L K Garden. Dr Garden is a noted mezzo-soprano, and explored the surviving songs of 
Center through performance and lecture. Accompanying her on piano was Donald 
Hawksworth – Donald studied at the Royal College of Music before pursuing a career in 
education, teaching for many years at Aberdeen Grammar School. He later became 
Adviser in Music to first Aberdeen, then Grampian Education authorities. Now retired, he 
devotes his time to performing and examining. Again, the concert was very well 
attended, with around 100 people present. Dr Garden was able to present her 
biographical findings, which gave a very personal tone to the concert. She had also 
devoted time to exploring the life and career of Evelyn Center, a noted mezzo-soprano 
of her own time. Her concluding biographies, along with her own arrangement and 
recordings of the songs of Ronald Center, were later made available online. They can be 
found at www.monsgrapius.org – a copy of this biography can also be found at the end 
of this report.   
 
This event also featured the launch of a specially commissioned commemorative 
whisky. Whiskies of Scotland in Huntly produced “Center of Huntly” Whisky, a rare old 
single malt scotch whisky, bottled in limited numbers. This whisky was also the feature of 
a dedicated window display at the Whiskies of Scotland shop, where it attracted a great 
deal of attention. 
 
The culminative event of the weekend came that evening at the Strathbogie Parish 
church. 
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Center of Huntly – an evening concert 
 
The concert at the Strathbogie Parish Church began with a medley of songs by local 
group The Garmouth Singers, concluding with God be in my Head and There is no 
Rose of Such Virtue both by Ronald Center.  
 
There then followed an address from BBC news reporter James Naughtie, who spoke 
about his tutelage and memories of Ronald Center as his great teacher and advisor. He 
then introduced the Isla Quartet. 
 
The Isla Quartet performed Mozart’s String Quartet in E flat major K 428, Allegro non 
troppo - Andante con moto, Allegro, Allegro vivace. 
This was followed by the event which we had all been waiting for – the world premiere 
performance of Ronald Centers String Quartet No 2 - Adagio and Allegro, Vivace, 
Mesto, Allegro molto. 
The performance received a standing ovation – over 240 people rose to their feet to 
applaud the performance which was the result of months of hard research and rehearsal 
by Emily White and the Isla Quartet. 
 
A brief interval ensued, after which the programme continued with Emily White and 
Rebecca Rees of the Isla Quartet, who played a viola / violin duet by Ronald Center. 
 
This was followed by the Huntly String Orchestra, who made their public debut with 
Centers Lachrymae – Andante, the piece which Emily had thought summed up the ethos 
of the whole project. It was a powerful and moving performance, which demonstrated the 
determination of Emily and the other performers to do the piece justice. 
 
The formal atmosphere was lightened now by the performance of the traditional Scots 
tune Twa Corbies  by Pam Johnston and Keith Cockburn, followed by Paul Anderson 
performing a medley of songs from his Strathbogie Collection. 
 
The concert ended with a joint performance, as the Garmouth Singers were joined by the 
Easdale Choir. Emily had been firm that the concert should end with a piece by Center. 
She asked the two choirs to join together in a rendition of Center’s God be in My Head, the 
song which she had taught the school choir, which they had performed earlier that day in 
the town square. The soaring voices filled the church, and made a beautiful, touching 
finale to the festival. 
 
The musicians and performers were then invited, along with the audience, to a late night 
folk session at the Rose and Thistle, to celebrate the success of the weekend, and to 
continue the music long into the night. 
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We had welcomed hundreds of visitors to the festival, and the unanimous verdict was that 
the whole weekend had been an unqualified success. Emails and letters came flooding in 
with congratulations and adulations. We immediately began receiving requests for 
recordings of the String Quartet No.2, and enquiries about further concerts we might be 
planning. 
 
 
The Biographies 
 
The biography of Ronald Center written by Dr Sally LK Garden had now been completed, 
and was now available online. Dr Garden had already set up a dedicated website to her 
research at www.monsgraupius.org – she now complimented this with a secondary site 
amalgamating sound and text called ‘songstreams’. However, it was now time to complete 
the more informal, playful biography. Maureen Ross had been working on a programme of 
interview and research for more than three months. One of the feedback methods we had 
employed was to provide post-it notes at the Center of Huntly concert, and ask people to 
note their first impressions of String Quartet No.2. These post-its were carefully collected 
by Maureen, who used them as first hand research material. Maureen organised a local 
appeal for information about Ronald Center, as well as for memorabilia related to him. 
There was a flurry of response – Maureen not only received many unseen photographs of 
Ronald Center, she also collated fascinating information about his life in Huntly from local 
people who had known him, including former pupils and colleagues. She also managed to 
track down a living relative, who later attended a concert to celebrate the launch of the 
Ronald Center CD. 
Maureen completed her written exploration of Ronald Center, which proved a playful 
partner to the formal biography written by Dr Garden. She was also inspired by her 
research to write a poem, “April Angel”, celebrating Center. As well as this, Maureen 
produced a short film, “Life Recordings”, comprised of images of Ronald Center and 
Huntly, documenting her research period. 
 
Center of Huntly CD 
 
The priority now became to organise a recording session for the Isla Quartet, in order to 
release the music on CD. Instead of convening south of the border to record String 
Quartet No 2, The Isla Quartet  decided to come back up north and record the Quartet  in 
the North East Sound Archive studios at  Mintlaw, Aberdeenshire.  Ronald Center’s family 
roots are nearby, in Old Deer, and they felt it would be appropriate that the CD should 
spring from the same area as the man.  They decided to also record the Violin Sonata and 
the Piano Sonata, which complimented String Quartet No 2, and gave a fuller picture of 
the music. Joseph Long, the recital pianist from Aberdeen who had opened the festival 
with James Reid Baxter, was a natural choice for the Piano Sonata, while Philippa Mo 
enlisted pianist Richard Evans to duet with her on the violin sonata.  Welsh pianist Evans 
has performed in recital, concerto and in chamber music throughout the UK and Europe. 
Evans has also featured and broadcast on HTV's Prime Time, BBC Radio Cymru/Wales 
and BBC Radio 3's 'In Tune' with Sean Rafferty.  Evans frequently adjudicates at many 
Eisteddfod in Wales, including Eisteddfod Genedlaethol Cymru / National Eisteddfod of 
Wales, a competition he won as a boy. The Eisteddfod is at the heart of Welsh cultural life 
and is invaluable for young students.  
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Emily took on the role of producer during the recording sessions, and then went on to   edit 
the disk over five days at Mintlaw Studio.  After this gruelling task, the CD was finally sent 
to press at Birnam CD in Glasgow. 
 
Center of Huntly Publication 
 
A publication containing the biographies of Ronald Center – in form of a small booklet, to 
accompany the CD was produced.  
As well as the biographies Ronald Center - Composer by Dr Garden and The Message 
Left by Maureen Ross, the poem April Angel by Maureen Ross was included, along with 
interpretive programme notes by Philippa Mo for the Violin Sonata, and by Joseph Long  
for the Piano Sonata. 
James Naughtie had also submitted an original piece of writing in response to the Center 
of Huntly weekend, which we included in the publication. 
 
This publication was also sent to press, and we began to organise a final event – a special 
launch of the Center of Huntly CD. 
 
Music Centeral 
 
Several people had asked us about the possibility of starting a music society in Huntly, in 
order to promote the organisation and enjoyment of music events. We had put out 
tentative enquiries to this effect over the festival weekend, and were met with an 
overwhelming response. An initial mailing list was compiled at the forthcoming CD launch, 
and it was decided to hold an inaugural meeting as soon as possible afterwards. This 
meeting was held on 22 September, and the music society is now firmly established, with 
leaflet, funding in place and website:www.musiccenteral.com. 
 
Score Setting 
 
Locally based composer David Ward has been interested in the whole project, and had 
become involved in the music society. He watched the Isla Quartet struggle to play from 
the cut and pasted String Quartet 2 manuscript, and had approached Emily with a view to 
formally parting the score in Sibelius software programme, an offer which was gladly 
accepted. David set about this task with a professional zeal which is indicative of his 
conducting style – enthusiastic and intuitive. As a professional composer, he was able to 
develop a great understanding of the work through the typesetting. This score was to be 
presented at the CD launch event. 
 
Center of Huntly CD Launch 
 
Emily White decided to organise a concert to celebrate the launch, bringing together local 
people whom she had worked with musically over the whole project. The concert was to 
be held in St Margaret’s Catholic Church in Huntly, whose chapel is especially beautiful, 
with excellent musical acoustics.  
 
The CD launch was fixed for Friday 29 August with the following programme: 
 

• a formal reading from the first chapter of “The Making of Music” – James Naughtie 
by local musician Steven Brown  
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• Playing of CD Mesto from String Quartet No. 2. Emily White gave introduction to 
the solo piece she was about to play, with an insight into Ronald Center’s passion 
for Bach. She then played Chaconne from Partita in D minor for solo violin by J.S. 
Bach, using a baroque violin which was authentic to the period the piece was 
composed. 

• Maureen Ross read her poem April Angel. 
• Original composition, with words by local poet Brian King and music by Emily 

White. This Haiku featured local soprano Fiona Thomson, accompanied by Pam 
Johnston on viola and Emily on violin.  

• Emily gave a talk on her work through the project - Center of Huntly - A Pilgrims 
Progress. 

• Mike Whittard introduced the new music society, Music Centeral, inspired by the 
project. 

• Father Patrick of St Margaret Church introduced Emily White and Pam Johnston to 
the stage, where they played the Lullaby duet by Bartok.  

• Maureen Ross talked about her research, and presented her film Life Recording 
• David Ward presented the finished and parted score of Center’s String Quartet 2, 

which he unrolled in front of the audience to demonstrate its complexity.  
• Easdale Choir sang Center’s God be in my head , and followed this with Belle qui 

tient ma vie by Arbeau.  
 
The musicians and performers were then invited, along with the audience, to take their 
instruments and voices to an after show party, to celebrate the success of the project and 
CD launch. They sojourned to the Deveron Arts artist studio, where they were greeted by 
new resident artist Merlyn Riggs. Emily White made a formal speech to acknowledge the 
end of the project, before launching into a special trombone solo - the music and party 
then continued late into the night. 

 

Printed Material and mail shots 
 

1) An invitation to the Center of Huntly festival: mailshot of 500 
An invitation to the Center of Huntly festival: E-mailshot of 500 
Center of Huntly festivals: 50 posters distributed throughout Huntly 
Programmes for Center of Huntly evening concert: 300 distributed on night 
 

2) Wanted: Information on Ronald Center: mailshot of approx 200 (hand delivered) 
Wanted: Information on Ronald Center: E-Mailshot of 200 
Wanted: Information on Ronald Center: 20 posters distributed throughout Huntly 
Wanted: Information on Ronald Center: 150 leaflets distributed throughout Huntly. 

 
3) An invitation to the Center of Huntly CD Launch: mailshot of 200 

An invitation to the Center of Huntly CD Launch: E-mailshot of 500 
Center of Huntly CD Launch: 50 posters distributed throughout Huntly 

 
4) Music Center-al: 1000 participatory leaflets – 100 distributed at CD Launch 

Music Center-al: 50 posters distributed throughout Huntly 
 

5) Center of Huntly publication: to accompany CD: print of 1000 
 
 



 
Deveron Arts 

Ronald Center programme report 

17 

 
Advertising  
 
Ads were placed in the following publications / radio stations: 
NECR, Knocknews, NorthEast of Scotland Music forum, Huntly Express 
  
 
Press 
 
The following media coverage was secured:  
 
 ( see enclosed press file) 
 
Web Links 
 
Youtube – Emily & Center of Huntly 
www.deveron-arts.com 
www.monsgraupius.org  
www.soundstream.com (check this out; Is this songstream?) 
 
 
Overall Evaluation 
 
When this project was first proposed, we hoped to raise the profile of a forgotten composer 
both locally and nationally by producing a comprehensive biography and by making his 
music more accessible to a wide audience across the country. Thanks above all to Emily 
White’s enthusiasm, dedication and hard work, we feel we achieved much more then we 
initially anticipated and set out to do. 
 
We have succeeded not only in making the local population of Huntly aware of the history 
of the man called Ronald Center, but have managed to bring his history to the attention of 
an international audience.  
 
For Deveron Arts this has been a hugely successful project which has spread far beyond 
our original aims. We hope that the long term implications of this project will allow us to 
pursue similar projects, in search of Huntly’s heritage, with the full support of the local 
community. 
 
 
Thanks 
Kelly Anderson, Donald Boyd, Sue Brown, Keith Cockburn, Lean Coetzer, Gillian Innes, 
Pam Johnston, Fiona Manson, James Naughtie, Brian Nesbit, Father Patrick, Jamie Reid 
Baxter, Dawn Ranson, Lisa Ranson, Maureen Ross, Pat Scott, Katie Scott, Mr and Mrs 
Stewart, Fiona Thomson, David Ward. 
 
LOGOS 
 
SAC, hlf, atp, Aberdeenshire… 
 


