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INTRODUCTION 

Hello, 

My name is Robbie Szafranek and I won the BBM Youth Support Award 

for Scottish Piping and Drumming for the year of 2016. This award 

gave me the opportunity to travel to Scotland to participate in the 

World Pipe Band Championships, receive lessons from highly 

esteemed teachers from the National Piping Centre. Along the way I 

met people, regarded as some of the best in the piping world, and 

without this award I would not have had the chance to meet. It was 

a truly exceptional experience and one that I would not have changed 

for anything. I am very grateful for the Big Brother Movement and 

they certainly have “changed my life” and hopefully in the future will 

“strengthen my community” with my assistance from the knowledge I 

gained while over there.  
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MY TRIP 

WHEN IT ALL BEGAN 

My journey began when I visited the NSW Parliament House in 

November 2015 to receive my award along with the other recipients 

for 2016. At the awards, after the ceremony had completed, it was a 

great opportunity to mingle with the other awardees, listen to their 

stories and hear some of them play. The talent on show was 

phenomenal and highlights how prestigious it is to get these awards. 

I also had the privilege to speak to some of the BBM sponsors and 

original ‘little brothers’ who migrated to Australia when the BBM was 

in its infancy. It was a humbling experience to hear how they moved 

to a new country and established themselves and how their generosity 

is helping myself and others achieve lifelong ambitions and passions. 

NEW TUNES, NEW FRIENDS AND NEW EXPERIENCES - JUNE 

With the piping season already up and running in Scotland, I arrived 

at Glasgow airport on June 11th, and in no time I was attending my 

first band practice with Coalburn I.O.R. Pipe Band. This is a band 

which are located 30 miles south of Glasgow. Coalburn I.O.R. Pipe 

Band are an established band who play in Grade 3A and won the World 

Pipe Band Championships as recently as 2013. In order to get to 

practice, it involved a bus for 20 minutes, a 20-minute train and a 

further 40-minute bus. Thankfully I was able to obtain a lift from one 

of the band members that could lift and drop me at the train station. 

This saved me getting the 40-minute bus from Hamilton Central 

Station to the band hall. This week of practice involved getting to know 

some of the band members and receiving tuition from the pipe 

sergeant on the competition sets while the rest of the band fine-tuned 

their playing. I was able to join in the massed bands tunes which are 

known around the world. 
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The following week I started my tuition at the National Piping Centre 

where I undertook an intensive week course. This involved fifteen 

lessons over the space of five days. While on this course, they 

analysed my technique and stripped back my playing to ensure that in 

future I don’t get into bad habits. It was during this course that I got 

to know some of the instructors rather well. They also provided me 

with some further music to increase my repertoire in terms of solo 

playing. They really broke down the tunes to ensure timing was correct 

along with technical playing. While here, the tutors assisted in 

developing my ear in terms of tuning drones which is really beneficial 

if you wish to succeed at a higher level. 

The rest of the month of June involved getting to know the band 

material well enough that I could play it with them during their Monday 

and Wednesday practice sessions. In between sets is a great 

opportunity to get to know the band members and it was interesting 

to know that some players had been playing for many years and are 

aged in their 50’s, to those who have been playing for five/six years 

and aged only thirteen. Most of the band live around the Coalburn 

area, and I was definitely the furthest away in terms of distance and 

travel time. I was given a reed from the band as the reed I brought 

from my Australian band did not suit the same required pitch that they 

wanted so it took a bit of time to adjust to the strength as no two 

reeds are the same strength. I also returned to the Piping Centre to 

receive more lessons but not in the intensive course format, rather as 

individually booked lessons. 

THE CASE OF THE BROKEN BUS - JULY 

July was much the same as the latter parts of June, staying at my 

Granmother’s place and travelling to Coalburn for practice. It was 

during one practice, that the lead drummer managed to break his 

drum due to the intensity the drummers were playing at. Also during 
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this practice, I had my first proper run through of the two competition 

sets.  

While at Coalburn, my pipe major had linked other players from 

around the world to join also. It turned out that these players, both 

pipers and drummers live in Malaysia, Singapore and Hong Kong. 

Throughout the trip, I connected well with them and we shared piping 

knowledge and experiences as well as spending time together out with 

the band. 

While in Scotland, I thought it would be beneficial to see how bagpipes 

are made. I went along to Wallace Bagpipes in Anniesland, Glasgow, 

and had a personal tour by Craig Munro, a piper in the famous Red 

Hot Chilli Pipers who tour around the world. It was amazing to see 

how the drones are made by going from African Blackwood in a square 

shape to becoming circular and then all the fine detail is added by 

hand, operated by skilled workers who take five years to learn how to 

reliably produce high volumes of work at a superior quality. An 

interesting fact he described was that 80% of their sales are from 

overseas, highlighting the fact that the market is huge for bagpipe 

restoration and making.  

One day on the way to a piping lesson at the National Piping Centre, 

the weather was typical Scotland, blowing a gale and pouring with 

rain, not the summer I expected. It had been raining throughout the 

night and the roads were busy with traffic and water. The bus I was 

on was slowly making its way through rain soaked roads when 

suddenly it dropped to one side and appeared to become stuck in a 

hole. It then struggled to get going and eventually myself and other 

passengers were informed that the bus was damaged and we had to 

get off. Yes into the pouring rain!!. 
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At this point I made the decision to head back and wait on a bus to 

get me home which was a good decision as I later found out that the 

tutor David Wilton was also stuck in traffic and would have missed the 

lesson anyway. 

On the last day of the month, I played my first contest with the band, 

in The Scottish Championships in Dumbarton, it was a great 

experience for me. However, the band finished 9th overall in Grade 3A 

for that day and were all really disappointed, expecting better. 

It was rather surprising that there was a fairground at the contest, 

and myself and another overseas player decided to mark our first 

contest with something we would remember, being the biggest thrill 

ride in all of Dumbarton.  

WORLD CHAMPIONSHIPS BUZZ - AUGUST 

August began with a trip to McCallum Bagpipes with the other band 

visitors where we were given a tour and gifts including a hat, 

sunglasses (they must’ve known we were from overseas) and a t-shirt. 

Then following this and some roadwork diversion adding 20 minutes 

to the journey, we travelled to Fife and listened in to Police Scotland 

Fife practice. This was a great opportunity to hear some of the best in 

the world play and get up close to them. 

The next engagement was a contest in North Berwick of which the 

band hired a bus and this allowed me to get to know some of them 

even better than before without having the pressures of practice. At 

the contest, we played better than last week, even though it included 

a mistake from the pipe major . Overall we finished 5th and luckily 

were positioned next to Inverary and District in the massed bands who 

were tipped to win the World Championships.  
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The week leading up to the World Championships is Piping Live! and 

is full of piping and drumming related events and performances. I was 

part of the band which opened it, playing with Roddy Macleod (piping) 

and Jim Kilpatrick (drumming) who are very highly established players 

with a great reputation throughout the world. The rest of the week 

included watching the Piping Quartets (4 pipers from Grade 1 bands), 

attending the Pipe Idol qualifying heats, watching the Field Marshall 

Montgomery – Impact concert (4 in a row World Champions), and 

listening to bands from around the world performing in George Square 

in the centre of Glasgow. It was during this time that I managed to 

have dinner with Chris Armstrong (Scottish Power Pipe Major) and 

spend a lot of time with the band members who were also in 

attendance of the events.  

That weekend was the World Pipe Band Championships which began 

on Friday with the Grade 1 qualifiers in torrential rain all day, and then 

concluded on the Saturday under bright skies. It was truly a 

memorable experience for me as it was the first time I had played at 

this contest. Just being around so many bands was awe-inspiring. We 

played early in the afternoon to qualify and much to the surprise of 

everyone, we were through to the final, where anything else beyond 

this (a placing) was a bonus. After re-assembling and playing, the 

feeling afterwards was indescribable. I was absolutely buzzing that I 

had come to Scotland, learned the material and played in the World 

Championships with Coalburn. The band finished 8th overall in grade 

3A which was better than expected and the rest of the day passed by 

in a blur after the high of playing at the Worlds. 

The following week involved a trip through to Edinburgh to watch and 

experience the Royal Edinburgh Military Tattoo which featured bands 

from all over the world from both piping and brass backgrounds as 

well as highland dancers and marching drill teams. I was also able to 
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see some of the Edinburgh Fringe Festival which was on at the same 

time, involving hundreds of street performers all day and night. 

The weekend involved my last outing with the band, at Cumnock 

Highland Games. This involved playing a street parade, performing in 

massed bands and then playing for the crowd. This was a small event 

and the band picked up first place. The next band event for me was 

my final practice where I said my goodbyes and thanks. I gave the 

band a boomerang as a little memento to remind them of Australia 

and me. I also gifted those who had done a lot for me considering I 

did not have a car and assisted with lifts and the like. 

The trip concluded with some sightseeing and shopping around 

Glasgow and spending time with my family at Go Ape, AirSpace and 

various dinners and gatherings before heading back to Australia on 

the 30th of August and landing in Sydney on the 1st of September. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Getting a travel card is good idea which makes public transport 

easier for payment and saves buying tickets. If not possible, take 

advantage of the weekly and monthly bus tickets if you intend 

to use them often. 

 Attend as many events as you can, both to watch and participate 

in. Speak to as many people as you can. You never know when 

you might need to ask them a favour in future. 

 If you plan to play in the World Championships, get in contact 

with the band early (before you travel) and ensure they meet 

your expectations 

 Take lessons at the Piping Centre / Piping College as they are 

very knowledgeable  
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 Take some time out to tour around Scotland and Glasgow and 

enjoy yourself. It’s not every day you get an opportunity like this 

CONCLUSION 

This award has changed my life. The people I have met over there will 

be great friends for life and I have been in contact with them already 

since I have come back. The knowledge I gained was monumental 

and is already reaping it’s rewards as I have recently been nominated 

into a position of leadership for piping in my local band. Hopefully, in 

playing terms, I can excel and continue to climb the ladder of grades 

in Australia where I currently play in grade 3.  

It would be great to return to Scotland in the future to see and speak 

to those who have helped me along the way.  

I cannot thank BBM enough for this opportunity which will be tough 

to beat and is an experience I will never forget.  

Robbie Szafranek                      Scottish Piping and Drumming 2016 
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PHOTOS 

 

                       

  

Glasgow the Host City of 2014 Commonwealth Games 

Wallace Bagpipes Tour 

Dumbarton Contest - Scottish 

Championships 
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Police Scotland Fife Practice 

Loch Lomond 

Playing in the Piping Live Big Band 

Visiting Celtic Park 
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The Coalburn IOR Band Hall 

Pre World’s Week – Piping Live! 
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Coalburn I.O.R. Pipe Band 

World Pipe Band 

Championships 
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Edinburgh 

Military 

Tattoo 


