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English composer and musicians’-rights activist Eric Fishwick was born in the Yorkshire village of 
Tankersley on 4 May 1895 to working class parents Granville and May Fishwick (nee Barraclough).  
He was the second child of the arranged marriage, his sister Sissy having been born in 1892.  
At May’s insistence, there was no further issue. Educated at the local village school and then at 
Holland Grammar School for Boys, Eric displayed an early aptitude for woodwork, tatting, milk-
monitoring and singing. The last of these was further encouraged in 1906 when local choir master 
and amateur musician Mervyn Feelgood invited him to join the youth choir and, in return, offered 
private music lessons.  Mr Feelgood taught him harmony, counterpoint, two-handed fingering 
and the importance of wearing short trousers even into late adolescence.  This, Mr Feelgood 
later explained, “kept his feet on the ground, gave him better access to his private matters and more 
importantly kept him within touching distance of myself and other interested parties”.  Even in later 
life, Eric often composed in short trousers, part of a creative process which allowed him to draw on 
his adolescent memories and ventilate his urges.  Musicologists have often referred to the “injured 
naivety” evident in even his mature creative voice.

Eric was in may respects both a victim and 
a beneficiary of the First World War.  Too 
“principled” to serve in it (he claimed to be 
a conscientious objector but was unable to 
say what a conscience was let alone what 
he objected to) he laboured instead as a 
Butcher’s Delivery Assistant (2nd Class), 
specialising in chops, skirt and breast of lamb 
- all of which passed unimpeded through a 
standard pre-War Type C letter box.  He was 
a victim of the War in that, unlike many of 
his contemporaries, he did not die young 
enough for his lack of talent to be disguised, 
and a beneficiary in that they did.  After the 
War he resumed formal training at the Royal 
Northern College of Music in Manchester. 
Fellow pupil Harrison Threadwhistle 
described him at that time as “colourless, 
anonymous and probably the least likely amongst 
us to succeed … though he had very nice socks and 
suspenders which looked good with short trousers”.

Tankersley: It was not then the burgeoning and 
affluent place that it is now.



At about this time he joined the YMCA (Young Musicians Collective Association) - a short-lived 
project which undertook performances at hospitals, schools, old people’s homes and anywhere 
else that had a captive and uncritical audience.  Eric played the tambourine and occasionally 
improvised on the piccolo heckelphone.

Early in life he had been steeped in the culture of Yorkshire workingmen’s trade unionism and 
developed a personal political philosophy based on a Marxist-Leninist reading of Arthur Sullivan’s 
Iolanthe, later adapting this in light of his studies with the outrageously outre enfant terrible Charles 
Villiers Stanford. An early member of the Yorkshire Folksong Society [“If you can twang it, it’s 
musical”], his music never lost the sense of vapid faux-
realism he encountered as a result of his meeting with 
Sidney and Beatrice Webb who attended his first Fabian 
Society-sponsored concert in Batley.  He dedicated his 
early “Two Early Songs Op 1” to George Bernard Shaw 
and John Maynard Keynes respectively.  Both were 
returned to him unopened.  He later came under the 
influence of Igor Stravinsky (particularly his seminal The 
Firebird) and began composing a ballet “The Earth, Wind 
and Waterbird”; rejecting it only when he realised it was 
less derivative of the great master than straightforwardly 
plagiaristic. (Analysis shows that he simply inverted 
Stravinsky’s themes and asked for them to be played 
backwards.  It won him the Tetley’s Yorkshire Music Festival 
Silver Teapot in 1932.)

Eric’s life was forever altered in 1924 when his sister Sissy met a travelling salesman from Wigan 
and emigrated across the Pennines to be with her beau.  The family would never speak of or to her 
again though she lived to be 94, dying in 1986 of an unexpected tidal incursion whilst temporarily 
resident in a beach hut on Morecambe Sands.  

Sissy (centre) in later life with two 
unidentified friends (or possibly daughters)

LEFT: The family c 1900  RIGHT: Eric: The hairbrush is deceptive - 
spoons would be more  important objects in his life



Thereafter Eric’s compositional flow - never very free - became sclerotic and, apart from the 
Stephen Foster inspired cantata “Yorkshire Miner’s Sing This Song: By’ Gum, By Gum” written for 
the Huddersfield Co-operative Society Trampoline Gala in 1941 (now lost), he produced little 
between 1920 and 1958.

During the Second World War and for many years thereafter, Eric, like many fellow-travellers 
taught at the left-wing music school at Dartington where pupils included Addinsell Threadbone 
and, later, Russian emigre (and MI6 “person of interest”) Olga Thrupova.  The former recalls: 
“The greatest tribute I can pay to Eric is that he taught me absolutely nothing, so bears no responsibility 
whatsoever for any of my music. He was a rather reticent individual as I recall,  never happier than 
when sitting alone at the table - seemingly gaga - and blowing on his spoons.  He had big hands, a good 
grip and a very wide spread.  They were perfect for canaster but less so for Debussy”*

Though Eric never married, for many years he shared a small 
bedsit in Croydon with lifelong friend Basil Pesto who he 
had met when attending an ISCM (International Society for 
Contemporary Music) conference in Venice in 1922.  Basil was a 
constant source of comfort, encouragement and pomade until he 
passed away in 1961 whilst watching a particularly challenging 
episode of Emergency Ward 10.

*Avant-garde accordionista and sewing-machine manufacturer Edith Pfaff 
believes this may provide evidence of the influence of Karlheinz Stockhausen 
on Fishwick’s musical thinking though without proper identification of 
the spoons in question, there can be no definitive determination.  Musical 
activist and experimental composer John Cage-aux-Follies is quoted as 
having heard Eric recommending the great “Heinz” to fellow nursing home 
resident Al Zymer, though concedes “he may have been talking beans”.

The Trampoline Committee Choir prpeare for the First performance of Fishwick’s 
especially commissioned Cantata. Huddersfield 1941

Basil Pesto c 1928



Musicologist Becky Sharp-Flatte (Lesser 
Known British Composers of the 19th and 
20th Centuries, Threadbone Press (2016)) 
has recently conjectured that the lifting of 
the composer’s block which afflicted Eric for 
much of his life was probably the result of a 
tour of a 1958 the West Country where the 
landscape near Great Heaving inspired him 
sufficiently to allow him to begin work on his 
short orchestral masterpiece “Wortley Hall”.  
An object of fantasy in his youth, the stately 
home of Wortley stood in magnificent grounds 
only a mile or so from his birthplace and had 
been subject to an inspiring “take over” by 
the estate’s workers who would later turn a 
place of “absolute privilege” into a worker-
owned Peoples’ Conference Collective and 
Educational Resort. Ms Sharp-Flatte believes 
that to the untutored eye, the landscapes 
near Great Heaving and West Yorkshire are 
sufficiently similar to explain the connection in 
the composer’s mind and the sudden unlocking 
of his creative energies. (“I think it was the fact they both had fields that did it”, she writes). The 
sheer beauty, spontaneity and rhythmic propulsion of the Tone Poem is quite unlike anything else 
in his output•

* It is understood that the Tone Poem Wortley Hall is to be included in a concert by the Thrupiece Philharmonic 
Orchestra under their charismatic conductor Irina Legova in 2017 and that a recording of the work may be released 
on the Hornimint Classics label along with Eric’s Yorkshire Symphony - a work he completed in Ischia in 1923

The ISCM Group, Venice 1922 with Eric (Back Row 
middle).  Also pictured are composers Roberto Timpani,  
Claude Bawles, Hanno Kovakkopuninnen, Klaus-Peter 
Kugelstimme and (middle) the female composer and 
activist Emeline Frankwurst who concealed herself by 
posing as a man.  The organising Committee was not 

best pleased.

LEFT: Landscape near Great Heaving; RIGHT: Landscape near Wortley Hall.  The similarity between 
the two has led musicologist Becky Sharp-Flatte to conclude that a visit to the former reminded Eric of 

the latter and unlocked his compositional flow.



Considering the style of Fishwick’s ouvre as a whole, it is perhaps best decribed as radical anti-
formalist ecclectic eschewing as it does both the traditional tonal pastoralism of the English school 
and the strict mathematically-derived atonality of the New Viennese (Schoenberg) School whilst 
embracing the possibilities of the polystylistic microtonality of the Italian neo-baroque revisionists. 
In other words it is “irredeemably messy” (Adorno).

Eric Fishwick was elected a Fellow of the Royal Dorset Academy of Music in 1960.  He died 
in a private nursing home in Purse Caundle on 10 November 1962, leaving behind only four 
completed works and a half bottle of Glenmorangie.

eeeefff

COMPLETE LIST OF SURVIVING WORKS

1. Variations on An Old Yorkshire Folksong “Yorkshire Tea makes a grand old cuppa but it’s 
far too strong for them in’t south” (1921) 

2. Concert Overture “Jolly Ronald McDonald” (A Late-night Nocturne)(1922)
3. Yorkshire Symphony for Large Orchestra (1923, revised 1960)
4. Wortley Hall Tone Poem for large Orchestra and Brass Band (1958)

COMPLETE DISCOGRAPHY

DEUTSCHE GRAMMOPHON, HORNIMINT RECORDS

Yorkshire Symphony for Large Orchestra, Wortley Hall Tone Poem for large Orchestra and 
Brass Band; Thrupiece Philharmonic Orchestra, Chilfrome Regale Brass Ensemble, Irina Legova

Worley Hall, Yorkshire.  A dominant landmark of the composer’s youth: its story of 
triumphant socialist struggle inspired him in  later life to write one of his finest works.



Eric in the West Country [Batcombe?] with unidentified acquaintance



Are you Creative?  If so, why not join dozens like you by signing up to the Friends 
of the The Royal Dorset Academy of Music.  For just £25 per month you can enjoy 

an Annual Newsletter, an invitation to a Concert (tickets not included) and the 
chance to support a young West Country artist of no fixed talent.

Ask for further details by sending a SAE to The Treasurer, Royal Dorset Academy 
of Music c/o The Threadbone Corporation, Great Heaving, Dorset.

No  monies returned.
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