Meeting Mr Music Ray Thompson

· by Zoe Burn, The Journal

· May 25 2011
He’s the man who has been bringing music to the people of Northumberland for decades. ZOË BURN catches up with Alnwick’s own ‘Mr Music’, Ray Thompson.
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HIS eyes twinkle beneath a shock of grey hair as his face breaks out into a huge beaming grin. Ray Thompson is talking music again.

Sitting in the conservatory of his Warkworth home, he’s tapping out a rhythm on the table with his finger as he chats, although he probably doesn’t even realise he’s doing it.

It’s clear almost the moment you meet him that music has always been a major part of his life, and if he isn’t playing it, listening to it, writing it or arranging it, he’s almost just as happy chatting about it.

“I suppose it’s something I’ve done all of my life, I can’t imagine a time when music wasn’t there in some form,” he recalls. “I don’t think I’ve ever known it any other way, I guess I’ve always been surrounded by music in some form all the way down the line. It’s just my way of life.”

As a child growing up in Gateshead, he lays the blame for what has become a lifelong obsession, entirely at the feet of his parents. “I was definitely pushed into it!” he chuckles. “I think I was seven when they decided to send me for piano lessons.

“My dad was a singer in various choirs so I remember being taken along to watch him perform, and they would always be dragging me along to classical concerts at Newcastle City Hall and places like that. It was all I knew, and I used to be really quite excited by it all.”
As the young Ray began to get to grips with the piano, his head was turned by something shiny. “I wanted to play the French horn. I think I saw it and just loved the look of it, and then when I heard one playing a solo I was captivated by its sound.

“I loved the piano, I was having a great time learning it but I wanted to play the French Horn so badly, it was all I could think about.”

At the age of 11, Ray started at Jarrow Grammar School, where he hoped he would get the chance to realise his dream. “They were offering musical instruments to kids in the first year and I knew they had one, so I was sure I would get it,” he explains.

“But they offered me the violin. I didn’t really want to play the violin and after much moaning about it to everyone, I think my dad just agreed to buy me one in the end. The lad who had been given it didn’t stick with it for very long, and I ended up learning it at school.”

Had he not found his way into music through the piano and horn, Ray would probably have still entered via a different route. “I was actually offered a singing scholarship with the St Nicholas Cathedral Choir, but my parents didn’t really want me to do that, which is why I ended up at the Grammar School.”

Ray passed through his school days with very little drama, excelling in music and science. “My best marks were always in music and science, and I think I’ve always wished I could’ve gone down the route of sound engineering, but I never got the chance,” he explains.

Leaving school, he went to Newcastle University to study zoology and microbiology, but still kept his hand in with the music. He was still learning the horn and became an active member of the university orchestra.

Around this time he met his future wife, Pat, who was studying at the same university. The pair became inseparable and married a few years later, remaining on Tyneside as Pat gave birth to their two daughters, Sara and Sophie.

Still making music for himself, Ray landed his first gig at The Bridge Hotel in Newcastle city centre via a friend who was looking for a piano player to join a band. “I was still playing the horn but when I got this chance to play piano I decided to give it a go. It wasn’t about making money.
 “In those days it was a case of turn up and play, and if people liked you there was the chance to come back. By the time you had paid the doorman and everything you’d probably end up out of pocket. But it was still worth it.”

By now the couple were in their mid 20s, and fancied a bit of a change. Having visited Northumberland for trips and holidays, they both agreed they wanted to set up home there.

Swapping their home in Fenham they moved to a bungalow in Embleton, and quickly adapted to rural life, thanks to Ray’s music skills. “I think it got out quite quickly that I played the piano, and before I knew it I had volunteered to do the music for the village pantomime.

“Shortly after that I started accompanying a ladies’ choir who became known as Ray’s Angels. I was playing the piano and enjoying it, even though the horn was taking a bit of a back seat.

“Then one day Pat spotted an advertisement for the New Musical Theatre Group, which was based in Alnwick and looking for musicians. I went along to see what it was all about, and that was it. The rest is history.”

From that first meeting with the group, Ray was soon promoted to musical director. His first show was Grease, and numerous others followed including 42nd Street, Mack and Mabel and Chicago.

With the pit band getting bigger and bigger, Ray decided to try and set something up where musicians could meet independently from the theatre group, and from here, the Ray Thompson Big Band was born, a 17-piece musical group which did numerous gigs and functions with a selection of boogie woogie and jazz.
Ray had also been a long-serving member of the North Northumberland Orchestra which disbanded in the early 1990s. Keen to preserve some musical heritage, he teamed up with fellow musician Glen Hogg and launched a new band.

In 1994 the Alnwick Playhouse Concert Band was formed. “We both just wanted somewhere for musicians to get together and play, with no pressure, just for fun. The band was the perfect outlet, and I remember we were both absolutely delighted when 24 musicians turned up for our first ever rehearsal.

“We’d borrowed music from the local high school for the first rehearsals, and once we knew we had some musicians willing to play we applied for grants to local arts and charitable groups to enable us to buy our own music.

“It was on March 18, 1995 that the band played its first-ever concert at the Playhouse to a near sell-out audience. Since then it really has gone from strength-to-strength and is now bigger than ever.”

Some 17 years on, Ray remains conductor, and many of the band members are also active musicians in Ray’s other bands, which include jazz groups and big bands. He is a familiar face on the music circuit, and is always at the forefront of any new musical initiative in the Alnwick area.

He also teaches piano and French horn, is a talented musical arranger and has earned his stripes as Alnwick’s music man.

As for long-suffering wife Pat, it’s just something she’s grown used to over the years. “Oh he’s always off doing something or other musical, and I just let him get on with it,” she laughs.

“It’s never really been my scene to be honest, but it’s what Ray loves so that’s good enough for me. He’s clearly made a difference to a lot of people’s lives over the years, so you have to applaud it.

“He’s given musicians somewhere to play and has been bringing music to the people of Northumberland for around 30 years now, and I’m sure he’ll be doing it for another 30 years if he can. He’s unstoppable. I think he’s a little bit mad.”
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