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Dedication 
These memoirs are dedicated to my wife Madge. 

Since our marriage in 1955, she has given me wonderful support – putting up with my many 
faults. 

Without her, my life would not have been so successful. She has been kind, generous, 
loving, patient, supportive, loyal, conciliatory, forgiving - and in latter years bossy! 

Everything a married man could wish for! God Bless Her! 
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Foreword 
The question is often asked of me, "What instrument do you play?" and, when I reply, "I don't 
play one", a quizzical look follows with the further question, "How on earth did you come into 
the musical instrument business?" 

The answer is, "By chance". 

So, in the 2000’s I started to write my memoirs, but as usual, work and life got in the way.  I 
was always adding a little more to them, but more often putting them to one side where they 
stayed, with me occasionally looking at them with an accusatory eye for them being 
incomplete. 

The year 2020 saw the country going into an unprecedented time with the Covid19 pandemic 
and with not much else to do, I brought The Tome, as I originally called it, out to air and picked 
up my pen to finish what I had started. 

These are just some memoirs from my personal and business life, and certainly do not fully 
cover the many thousands of events and experiences I have encountered.  

They are also not in any particular order and are from memory. I apologise if they are not 
always completely accurate relative to the events mentioned, but in a rambling way, they follow 
my journey through life. 

I hope those people I have mentioned will forgive me if I have offended or misremembered 
them or the events referred to.  I also hope others who should have been mentioned have 
somehow been unintentionally overlooked and that they forgive me for this.  

I hope that my anecdotes and stories from memory are read with interest and enjoyment. 
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Chapter 1: Let’s start at the 
beginning 

“If the first step doesn’t happen, neither does the journey.” - Craig D. 
Lounsbrough 

I was born on the 8th of November 1933 to William Frederick Charles Skewes and Dorothy 
Marion Skewes (nee Hornby) in Doncaster, South Yorkshire, and christened John Hornby 
Skewes.  

“Skewes? Well, that’s an unusual surname”. How often the times people have said that to me 
are too many to count! I must admit that you don’t see this surname in many directories. 

My father served in the First World War. He had joined up at the age of 16 in the Royal 
Engineers, pretending to be 18, and learnt about wiring. He was captured by the Germans 
and, on release from a prisoner of war camp, returned to Doncaster where he started up a 
single-person company as an electrical contractor. He married my well-educated mother, 
whom I am told was the first female tax inspector in the area. His father, my grandfather, 
William Verdayne Skewes, was a tradesman who had built his own photography business in 
Edwardian times, and after his early retirement specialised in selling and letting property – so 
you could say that sales are in my blood! 

My grandfather was a very private person regarding his roots, and my father didn’t talk much 
about his youth or background either. As both died, my father when I was a teenager, and my 
grandfather in 1957, I did not have the opportunity to quiz them as an adult about the family 
roots. 

In October 1977, totally out of the blue, my aunt Betty Skewes (second daughter of William 
Verdayne and half-sister to my father) was contacted by Keith Skues who was researching 
the history of the Skues/Skewes family, without initially any intention of writing a book.  

Betty put Keith in touch with me, and we started to communicate with one another. At the time, 
he was Programme Director at Radio Hallam. He had been an announcer for the British Forces 
Network during his RAF service and later one of the disc jockeys for the pirate radio station 
moored in the North Sea, Radio Caroline.  

Keith joined the BBC in 1967 and ended his working career presenting a radio show for BBC 
Eastern Counties.  

Keith’s contact with me led both of us and my Aunt Betty to research into our branch of the 
family.  

Do we have Secrets? Well yes! 

All of us kept reaching dead ends, but in the end, we all came up with what we believe to be 
our history.  

It would appear that William Verdayne Skewes was the illegitimate son of Amelia Skewes and 
born in 1875 in Turo Cornwall, father unknown. If this is correct, then it is probably the reason 
my grandfather didn’t talk about his roots or family background.  

Who knows, some of my genes may come from some wealthy aristocratic family! 
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I direct those interested in the Skues/Skewes (and any other iteration of the spelling) family 
history to Keith Skues’s book Cornish Heritage, published in 1983 by Werner Shaw Ltd. 

But back to my early years. And here, I will apologise in advance as I will digress throughout 
these memoirs as one story brings to mind another. Anyway, where was I, ah yes, my early 
years. 

My parents worked in partnership to build up a successful electrical contracting business that 
enabled them to send me, at the age of ten, to public school - Kimbolton - where I attended 
for seven years. 

My mother had died from heart disease when l was 13 years old and away at boarding school. 
I was very close to her and not very close to my father. My only sister Barbara and I felt the 
loss of our mother greatly. My father remarried when I was aged 17 to a spinster who had no 
idea how to cope with children, let alone teenaged ones! 

On leaving school my ambition was to become a journalist. I had always been interested in 
literature and writing and my first job was as a junior reporter for the South Yorkshire Times.  
National Service in the forces followed as it did at the time, being compulsory for all fit 18-
year-old men. 

I was lucky to join the Royal Army Pay Corps. A clerk’s job was surely cushier than that of a 
fighting soldier! I was however posted to Dorset, and since I was so many miles away from 
my home in Yorkshire, I volunteered for overseas service and having been successful in my 
application for an overseas posting, it then, much to my pleasure, took six weeks for me to get 
from the camp in Dorset to my new destination in Nairobi, Kenya. Though the Mau Mau 
insurgency was taking place in Kenya at that time, an office job in the town was far away from 
the trouble.  

Firstly, I was allowed to travel home to Yorkshire for two weeks leave and then it was down to 
London for a night to join other National Servicemen before all of us were flown to Malta. After 
an overnight stay in Malta, another flight took us to Egypt where for 10 days we lived in tents 
at a Suez Canal army transit camp near the Great Bitter Lake. A bus ride to Port Suez took us 
to our troopship and off we sailed together with many workers returning home after the end of 
their contracts. Onwards to Aden and a night in that port and then days sailing down to the 
Seychelles where our excitement at being allowed onshore was quickly dispelled by us being 
told there was too much danger from port ladies with diseases to allow for us young soldiers 
to disembark! 

So, we left those beautiful islands seeing them only from the deck of the boat and we 
progressed across the Indian Ocean to Mombasa. Finally, we had reached Kenya, but not yet 
our destination. We loaded ourselves and our army kit onto the railway train for the many long 
hours and overnight journey to Nairobi. 

Finally, we reached what was to be our destination for the next 18 months or so. It wasn’t all 
work whilst I was there and I was fortunate to have two lovely holidays during my overseas 
service, one at an army leave camp on the Mombasa coast and another staying at a hotel on 
the slopes of Kilimanjaro mountain.  

While on service in Kenya, I learned that my father had passed away, and after I completed 
two years of national service and on my return to England, my step-mother invited me to live 
with her, which didn’t work out well and I soon moved to ‘digs’. 

On my return to England the newspaper editor said, "How's the shorthand, Skewes?" and, 
since it was, and still is non-existent, I couldn’t get my job back, so I drifted into selling. 
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I sold furniture, advertising space and food. 

When selling furniture, as a shop floor employee for a company called S&U Warehouse, I met 
Madge who was employed in the office. One summer day, another office girl and her boyfriend 
invited Madge to join them on a day trip to Cleethorpes and I tagged along.  On the roller-
coaster, Madge hugged me, and I thought it was affection that led me to ask her out on a date.  

Only later did I learn from her that it was fear of the Big Dipper that caused her to hold onto 
me and not interest or affection! We married in 1955, and have been blessed with two 
daughters, Linda (born in 1955) and Karen (born 1958). We celebrated our Diamond Wedding 
Anniversary in February 2015 with a big family weekend hotel party and celebrated 66 years 
of married life on the 12th February 2021.  

Gosh, 66 years and many events and amusing times. One amusing story relates to a dinner 
party we held with friends we had when we were in our 40s. Joking around the table, one 
guest asked me if anything happened to Madge would I get married again. Tongue in cheek I 
replied that after a suitable time for mourning I would find an attractive young twenty-year-old. 

Turning to Madge, our friend asked her if she lost me would she find someone new to which 
she replied, “Oh no, I’d get a dog!” 

Another story is that after our wedding, Madge’s sister in law, Phyllis Freeman, told her that 
she recognised me as the boisterous young man, smoking a small clay pipe, who use to stand 
in front of them when they attended Doncaster Rovers soccer matches.  

After my time with S&U Warehouse, I then spent three years on the road selling powdered 
cake mixture and, if you can sell that, you can sell anything. The product was so poor that, to 
sell it, I got Madge to make up cakes - which I carried in my briefcase. "Try a piece of this," I 
would say to my grocery shop prospect, "my wife made it." 

Well, no man insults another man's wife, so packets of the mixture were sold, despite the 
quality of the product. 

This wasn't the life for an ambitious salesman. So, I started to apply for better jobs with better 
companies. 

I had joined the Commercial Traveller’s Association where, as an active member, I met a lot 
of ‘wise old owls’. "Never apply for a job without researching the prospective employer." I was 
advised. 

I applied for a job selling Marmite. I was 10th in the interview queue. My turn came. “Well Mr 
Skewes tell me about Marmite” said the interviewer. “Well sir” I said, “The substance was first 
discovered by a German scientist, and in 1902 a company in Burton on Trent started a factory 
making it from yeast extract.” 

All hell broke loose. His papers hit the ceiling; his pens hit the floor. His voice was stentorian. 
What I had done wrong? Nothing! “Well done son” he said “You are the first today who knows 
anything about the product. Despite what it says on the packaging, everyone says it’s made 
from beef stock. You’ve done your research son; you’ll be on the short list.” 

Did I get the job? Well no, but I'd done my pride a lot of good. 

Then I saw it. The advert in the Daily Telegraph which would lay the path of my future...  

Hohner required a Northern Sales Representative. A friend called Eddie Dawson said, “Go for 
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this one, John. Good German company, they make mouth organs. Look, I've got one of their 
instruments. Everyone knows them.” 

So, it was into Kitchens music shop in Leeds, and home with all the harmonica and accordion 
brochures and catalogues. 

The day of the interview arrived, and Dr Otto Meyer sat at one end of the table, me at the 
other. “Vat do you know about Hohner, Mr Skevers?” Well, I knew more than him! Does 
anyone learn off by heart all the contents of one's Company brochures! 

He picked up the telephone. “’Allo Mr Vick (Wick)”, he said to the Company Secretary, “Come 
down from your office to mine, I vant you to meet our next representative for Northern 
England”. Mr Wick replied, “You have others yet to interview, Dr Meyer.” “Ah, ya. Vell, come 
and meet who I expect vill be our next representative for Northern England.”. 

So, in January 1960, I joined Hohner. All those years of selling a poor product to corner grocery 
shops, and now I had a good product to sell. So, I went out and sold it with determination, and 
I produced good sales figures. 

So, after three years, why did I leave Hohner? Well, I was fed up with my ideas either being 
turned down as ridiculous or being put up as original thoughts by my then Sales Manager (the 
late Jock Robertson).  

One such suggestion I made to management related to many of the upcoming rock groups. 
Liverpool was part of my sales territory, and a major music shop in the city was owned by 
Frank Hessy. It was a popular location for local musicians. My employers had recently started 
to add group gear to their mouth organ and accordion range and the manager at Hessy’s 
suggested they might be interested in providing free equipment to groups like Gerry and the 
Pacemakers, The Mersey Beats, The Beatles etc. – he said the publicity would be well 
worthwhile – but on putting the idea to my manager it was rejected. 

In 1964, I joined Fenton-Weill Electronics Ltd, based in Hammersmith, West London, where, 
from a lovely man called Henry Weill, I learnt how not to run a business.  Which is much better 
training than learning how to run a business. He made amplifiers and guitars. He'd been a 
partner with Jim Burns (Burns/Weill) before going solo. Henry had great product ideas, but 
little business sense. 

Henry was a 'night person'. He thought nothing of still being in the factory at 9.00 pm, but to 
try to get him to arrive before 10.30 am was impossible.  His workers knew this. I did not work 
internally. I was living in Leeds, and out on the road selling most of the time. However, I do 
recall being at the factory early one morning and finding no workers present. They arrived with 
the so-called factory foreman in a minibus at about 9.30 am, ‘doctored’ the time-keeping 
machine to show they had started at 8.30 am - with the foreman threatening to beat the living 
daylights out of me if I said anything to Henry. It was, therefore, no great surprise when three 
years or so later his Company went into liquidation. 

One of Henry's products was a combo amplifier made to look like an Ampeg, a U.S.A. model 
that was on the market at that time. The amplifier section reversed into the speaker housing 
for transportation and then when in use, it turned over to clip onto the top of the bottom section. 
When demonstrating the product at the BMF (British Music Fair) organised by the Association 
of Musical Instrument Industries, at the Hotel Russell, London, Henry had me sitting on the 
top of it to prevent the whole unit from vibrating! 

In January 1964 he said, “John, I want you to drive the Company van to the Frankfurt Fair.”. 
Well, off I set a few weeks later with the product-laden van. I hadn't driven the van, let alone 
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on the Continent before! What a nightmare. I can remember driving down the tram lines in 
Frankfurt city - even across roundabouts dedicated to trams only. 

The 1964 Frankfurt Musik Messe (or the Spring Fair as it was then known) had just about thirty 
musical instrument industry exhibitors! Look at it today – hundreds of exhibitors in many 
separate halls with industry manufactures from all over the world displaying and selling their 
products.  

It is always a pleasure to see old friends at the Frankfurt Musik Messe, and I have many fond 
memories of these events.  

Of all the British figures and personalities that have graced our industry since the early 1960s, 
Jim Marshall must stand out as the most important. 

Jim Marshall's contribution to the success of the international musical instruments industry is 
huge. His influence, and his products, have had a worldwide effect, and as Britons, we should 
be proud that he was one of us and that our country benefitted from his vision, hard work and 
the way he built a technical team around him and the quality of the amplification that was 
produced. 

Rich Maloof has written a book on Jim; 'Jim Marshall 'The Father of Loud’. It is published by 
Backbeat Books. I have a signed copy “To John with best wishes from Jim Marshall OBE 
2005”. 

Jim's recollections of certain industry historical events differ from mine. In one section I believe 
he confuses a member of the Cooper family (Kitchens of Leeds) with a member of the Webb 
family (Minns of Bournemouth). I guess my recollection in my own memoirs are likely also to 
be occasionally awry. 

I knew Jim, but not intimately. My wife Madge and I met him a number of times at industry 
functions as industry conferences and events organised by musical instrument magazines and 
trade associations were prevalent during the period. 

Madge was sat next to him at one dinner and asked him where he was going away on holiday 
that year. Jim, who was known as a workaholic replied that he didn't plan to be away. Madge 
jokingly asked, “Don't you trust your staff in your absence?” Like Queen Victoria, I'm afraid 
Jim in his dour way was 'not amused’. 

During his lifetime he annually attended the Frankfurt Musik Messe. In later years his company 
shipped to the event, in addition to their exhibits, hundreds of Marshall posters. Jim would sit 
on the edge of the Marshall booth signing them for a never-ending queue of musician fans. 

One fan, as he walked away with a poster possessing Jim's scribbled autograph was heard to 
comment: “Look at that. Illegible in his own lifetime!” 

From my first visit to the Frankfurt Musik Messe with Fenton Weill, until many years later, the 
JHS team attending always resided during the time of the show at the Kautz Hotel located in 
the Gartenstrasse, south of the river. The hotel was small and family owned. The compact 
reception area only had a few seats and was adjacent to the breakfast room though evening 
meals were not served. 

One year in the early 1970s as we checked in, a well-tanned tall mid-twenties man rose from 
his seat in the reception area and spoke in an Australian accent “I heard you speaking English, 
are you English?”. We said we were. 
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He introduced himself “My name is Colin Lovelady I’m from Perth in Western Australia, been 
here on my own for two days now, never been to Europe before, nice to hear some English 
spoken”. 

I told him it was a pleasure to meet him and after we had checked in and unpacked, we would 
be going out to dinner and he was welcome to join us. 

Over the meal that night he told us he would be in trouble with his wife and explained. He said 
never having been out of Australia before and coming to cold Europe in February he had 
purchased a warm overcoat. 

He and his wife had driven to the airport on his day of departure, got snagged up in traffic 
leading to him being rushed through immigration and customs. He hardly got time to say 
goodbye to his wife who was then to drive their car home. 

At the boarding gate, he realised he had left his warm coat in the car, but worse found the car 
keys in his pocket! 

At the Frankfurt hotel, a couple of days later, he received a message his wife had sent him. 
He passed it to me, and it read “Dear Colin, I hope the car keys are keeping you warm in 
Frankfurt”. 

But back to 1964. On the return journey from Frankfurt, the van broke down and had to be 
abandoned on that long hill up from Dover docks. 

Ah! My times with dear Henry. When he ran out of money, I became his salesman on 
commission instead of an employee and he was agreeable for me to take on a few other sales 
commission agencies. I met Maurice Summerfield. Maurice is a true gentleman, and it has 
been a pleasure to know him. Summerfield Brothers were toy importers and trade distributors 
based in the North East. I bought Chinese mouth organs from them. Maurice, one of the sons 
in the family, was a guitarist himself, and he started to import Ibanez instruments from Japan 
- and I worked on commission for his Company. 

I also worked on commission for Balliol Musical Instruments of Aycliffe, Darlington, who made 
low-cost acoustic instruments including a revolutionary cello in a most unusual shape. It never 
caught on! I did, however, buy some of their budget guitars to sell under my own brand-name. 

These were successful products and became the foundations on which my fledgeling 
company - John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd were built. 
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Chapter 2: John Hornby Skewes & 
Co Ltd– Starting Out 

“Opportunities will come and go, but if you do nothing about them, so will you.” 
- Richie Norton 

In 1965, I started to wholesale a few lines directly myself - guitar bags, guitar strings, 
drumsticks, mouth organs, working from my home address. 

The drum sticks I bought from a small maker called Newcliffe Batons. Yes, they made 
conductors' batons as well. The owner, Mervyn, had previously worked for Balliol. 

The guitar leads I sold were assembled locally. I purchased microphone cable and plugs and 
paid part-time workers six pence a lead to solder the plugs to the cables.  Lapped microphone 
cable ‘hummed' but I sourced a mesh cable that produced low noise levels. 

I found a metalworker to make me some harmonica harnesses and, more importantly, a small 
electronics engineering company in Doncaster, called Wilsic Electronics. Through them, I was 
able to introduce my own brand of effects unit. The Zonk Machine Fuzz Box was one (did we 
really call the box Zonk!!). The best-sellers were the Hornby-Skewes treble and bass booster 
models, TB1 and BBl. 

Now here is an interesting story. In 1967 Wilsic Electronics manufactured for us a spring 
reverberation unit, battery-driven, which sold for seventeen pounds seventeen shillings! After 
giving much thought to a name for it, I came up with 'Zoom' (no, this is not today’s famous 
video-conferencing application, unfortunately). We registered ‘Zoom’ as a trademark. As the 
years passed by, we discontinued the product, but we paid the annual fee and kept it 
registered in the trademark directory. 

Some years later, in the late 1970s, if I recall correctly, Rosetti introduced onto the U.K. market 
Zoom amplifiers. I telephoned Mike Cowan, who was the Rosetti Managing Director at the 
time, and advised him that ‘Zoom’ was one of our marks. I advised him he had two options - 
either to withdraw the product or buy the rights to the mark.  He chose the latter and since we 
had not used it for some years, I was pleased for our Company to receive the £2,000 agreed 
fee. 

Many years later, and long after Zoom amplifiers had had their day and disappeared, 
electronic effects products under the Zoom name were introduced into the UK by the company 
MCM. 

I telephoned Doug Ellis who, by then, was a Rosetti director following a buy-out and said, 
“Doug, you know you've got the rights for the Zoom mark; I sold the mark to Mike Cowan years 
ago. Surely it is now worth a fair amount and I'm sure MCM will give you a good price for the 
rights.” 

Doug looked into it and phoned me back. He told me that they had never renewed the mark 
after they had stopped selling Zoom amplifiers. The moral? Always keep your registered 
trademarks renewed on the register and keep using them, if only sparingly to retain your rights, 
for one day they could be worth a lot of money! 

We were fortunate in having in our team George Bell, who retired in 2020, employed as 
Company Secretary and Financial Controller but, equally importantly, as our trademarks and 
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design specialist. He became very knowledgeable and proficient in this sector of lawmaking. 

Over the years, our registered marks have included Vintage, VV, Encore, Antoni, Santos 
Martinez, Fret-King, Performance Percussion, Odyssey, Kinsman, Herald, Falcon, Gear, 
Electralin, Metal Axxe, Guitar Tech and Drumtech. Other brand names include GYC, Laka, 
Palma and Scanner. 

This brings to mind the tale of how we developed our own range of guitar straps. I was in 
Liverpool one day in 1965 visiting the then music store, Rushworth and Dreaper. The buyer 
showed me some lovely embossed guitar straps. "Where do you get them from, Stan?" I 
asked. "Secret." he said, adding, "Not from a wholesaler, but locally." He wouldn't disclose his 
source, even though I promised not to sell them to other music shops in Liverpool if he told 
me. 

So, outside I went to a phone box and read the Yellow Pages looking for leather goods 
manufacturers. The first one was Abelson, so I phoned and said: "Hello. I'm enquiring about 
the guitar straps you make for Rushworth's." Reply: "Sorry, don't know what you're talking 
about." 

... the next one - 

BARKERS. "Hello. I'm enquiring about the guitar straps you make for Rushworth's." Reply: 
"Sorry, don't know what you're talking about." 

... and then - 

DONKIN. "Hello. I'm enquiring about the guitar straps you make for Rushworth's." The answer 
was: "Yes, what about them?" I said: “May I come along and see you?" 

Thank God it was not a company called ZERMANSKY. 

So, I got hold of some beautiful straps and developed a range we sold in the U.K. and then 
worldwide after we had exhibited them at the Frankfurt Messe. 

In November 1965, I registered John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd as my company’s name. 
Gradually, over the next 2-3 years, we disposed of our sales agencies and, with our own 
products and a great team; my wife Madge and territory salesmen Johnny Bills, Jeff Parker 
and Tommy Dunlop, we grew.  

David Ward joined us in 1968 as Director/Accountant. He stayed with us during many stressful 
times and left for a new career in 1985. He died young in 2002 from cancer. 

Our first years were very hard. We had so little money that Madge and I did everything 
ourselves. We packed the parcels, we cleaned the storeroom and offices nightly, we typed all 
the invoices and hand-wrote the ledgers. Madge vividly remembers the 1966 world cup soccer 
final between England and Germany as she was in our home writing customers month-end 
statements whilst half watching the match on TV! 

John Hornby Skewes and Co Ltd still retain the first handwritten sales ledger with the 
customers’ orders and invoices written down, including Invoice No. 1 dated 25 January 1965 
- goods sold to the music shop, Stock and Chapman, Manchester.  

Many times, at night, after all the local shops had closed, Madge and I took our battered 
Vauxhall Estate car to the rear of shops in Garforth and other local towns, and loaded up used, 
empty cartons that had been thrown out for garbage. We saved considerable amounts on 
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packaging by reusing the cartons for the dispatch of orders the next day! 

Later, whenever I walked through our warehouse and I saw a good carton that could be used 
again about to be thrown away, I jokingly would point out that there goes £3 of your next wage 
rise. There is so much material we can recycle in business, saving companies money as well 
as saving the environment. 

In the 1960's Hohner sold their mouth organs to the retailers through musical instrument 
wholesalers as well as directly themselves. In 1967, armed with my first two balance sheets, 
I visited their London head office to speak with Ernie Wick who, by then, had taken over as 
Managing Director from Otto Meyer. I was thrilled and delighted when he agreed to grant my 
‘fledgeling Company’ a wholesaler's account to buy and sell the mouth organs to the trade. 

We bought the old Garforth Cinema building in 1968, followed by the old Police Station and 
two Methodist Chapels. 

We paid only £5,000 (equivalent to over £74,000 in 2020’s money) for the cinema - as cinema-
going had given way to TV watching – but mainly, I guess, because it had a constructional 
defect. (The owner kindly granted me a five-year private mortgage). The defect was that the 
side walls in this small, single-story building had become convex. The owner told me that the 
worn-out external roofing had been wrongly replaced with heavy tiles and this had caused to 
roof to sink down, forcing the walls to convex. 

It was lucky the building hadn't collapsed! He told me that many of the bolts holding the middle 
cross beams in the apex roof section had sheared off. In the middle of films being shown there 
would be what sounded like gunshots and he said it wasn't always in the middle of Westerns! 

Luckily the problem had been identified before there was 'total collapse'. The heavy roof tiles 
were removed and replaced with a lighter covering. The metal beams were riveted again in 
the new position they had sunk to and the cinema reopened, but it had outside walls curve 
shaped like the sides of a battleship. 

After purchasing the cinema my employees, my wife Madge and I spent many late hours 
transforming it into a warehouse. 

All the seats had been removed, but it still retained the cinema screen, the projection room 
and, of course, the sloping floor. Now that was a challenge! Did we employ warehouse persons 
with one leg shorter than the other? Well, no! So, we ran our shelving at right-angles to the 
sloping centre aisle to minimize the effect of the level change. 

The company still retains the clock that hung on the wall beneath the projector room - a nice 
1920's piece of memorabilia. 

Ah, the hours we spent working on that building! After hard days selling 'on the road', I then 
spent evenings with Madge at the premises, and we came home many times at midnight with 
bleeding knuckles from assembling the Dexion racking and covered in paint from our efforts 
to brighten up the place. 

Initially, our offices were not in the old cinema building, but across the road in rented property. 
One day I returned to my office from working in what was now no longer a cinema, but our 
warehouse, to be told that a customer wanted to speak to me on the telephone. On calling 
him back for his requirements, he asked me what I was up to. In puzzlement, I enquired as to 
what he was referring. With no knowledge of our recent property acquisition he said, “John, 
the other week you told me that now you were working for yourself, your efforts would be 
doubled. I telephoned you an hour ago to be told by your receptionist that you were in the 
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cinema!" 

I was playing golf some years later, with the co-owner of a garage - and related this incident 
to him. He countered with a somewhat similar story. He told me that, when he was a young 
man, newly having joined his father's motor trade business, riding was his hobby. His father 
bought him a horse which his father named 'Business'. On a sunny afternoon, if he went out 
riding and a client called, his office secretary could always honestly respond, "I am sorry, Mr 
White is not available today, he is out on business." 

Having bought the cinema building and converted it, we believed it appropriate to have an 
official opening. Jack Charlton, the famous Leeds United and England soccer player, owned 
a retail sports shop in Garforth. He kindly performed the opening tape-cutting ceremony. 
Though not a musician, he was a high-profile personality and well-loved sportsman, and ideal 
for a small publicity-seeking Company, as we were then. 

We were using our offices in the cinema building by then. I had always tried to have an equal 
relationship with our employees and allowed them to call me John. We used to have lunch in 
the office canteen and often brought in fish and chips. One day I was late getting to mine and 
all the knives and forks were taken and one of the female staff members sarcastically said 
“Hard luck John” from the next day, and ever since, I have been known as Mr Skewes. 

We bought the old Victorian built Garforth Police Station in 1969 and moved our offices into 
that building. A few days after purchase, I was sitting at my desk in the office that had been 
used by the Station Sergeant, when the intercom rang. Our receptionist told me two senior 
policemen were visiting from Leeds who wished to speak with the person in charge. I 
welcomed them into my office, asked them to sit down and inquired as to how I could help 
them. 

I got a steely look from one. "Just a moment,” he said, “Before we start, what rank are you?” 

I responded, "Do you think this is the Police Station?"  

He replied "Of course it's the damn Police Station. I repeat, what rank are you?"  

"Oh God," I said, "You must be unaware that the police moved out two weeks ago to their new 
building next to the Comprehensive School."  

Two very sheepish senior officers crept out. 

At the time of purchase, the police station had two cells with wooden beds and a toilet with a 
wooden slide handle. You had to be careful not to close the doors whilst inside and lock 
yourself in! 

Another event that I recall from 1969. I have mentioned previously my time working as a 
salesman for Fenton/Weill Electronics Ltd during the early 1960s. I also mentioned that Henry 
Weill had been a partner in a company named Burns/Weill. This was in the late 1950s before 
Jim (James) Burns founded his own company - Ormston Burns Ltd in 1960. 

Well, I got to know Jim and he was an excellent guitar maker. However, after selling his 
company to the USA Baldwin Piano and Organ Company, he unfortunately went off the rails 
somewhat and certainly liked more than a tipple or two. 

I was home sleeping one night late in 1969 when the bedside telephone rang at 1 am waking 
up Madge and myself. 
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This inebriated voice introduced "Hello John, it’s Jim - Jim Burns." 

I answered: "It's the middle of the night Jim, - what do you want?" 

"I know it is late, but I need help. I'm stuck in Leeds railway station with no money. Could you 
bring me some down?" 

I replied: "Look Jim, I'm sorry but you can't really expect me to get out of bed at 1 am and 
come down to Leeds. I'm willing to help but you must come over to Garforth in the morning 
and then I'll provide some financial assistance." 

Well, Jim didn't come over in the morning, and I don't recall the event ever being mentioned 
between us again, not that such was deliberate on either side. 

To house our never-ending stock of bulk size instruments, in 1971 we purchased the disused 
Garforth Salem Methodist Chapel and Schoolroom. Years later in 1984, we sold these 
buildings to the Evangelical church so after some years as commercial premises they reverted 
to a place of worship. That's nice. 

We continued to develop our site at the old cinema building. On the car park at the rear we 
erected phase one of a new warehouse and office block. This was officially opened in 1971 
by Phil Cowan and Gilbert Sherwin - two industry notables. In 1974 we completed phase two 
and Joe Brown (of Joe Brown and the Bruvvers) cut the tape at the ceremony we held to 
celebrate. 

It was really pleasing in 2014 to renew our relationship with Joe with the introduction of the 
Joe Brown Laka ukulele range. 

To house our ever-expanding stock of guitars and keyboards, we bought the Garforth Primitive 
Methodist chapel from clothing manufacturer Derwent Jennings in 1980. It had long since 
ceased to be a place of worship and had been converted to commercial premises where 
trousers were produced with many sewing machines installed and the grease from them in 
rows along the flooring. 

We now owned the freehold to some notable Garforth buildings! Two chapels, the disused 
cinema and the old police station - quite a collection! 

We had also purchased in 1973 the freehold of a one-acre field in Green Lane, Garforth, 
opposite the Podger public house. Our initial intention was to develop this land by building a 
warehouse. This never came to fruition, and in fact, the land was used for residential 
development. I went into partnership with others including my friend and architect Tom 
Jackson, who was a partner in the practice Nuttall Yarwood, and we formed Foxglove Homes 
and built 20 apartments - unfortunately not at a profit! 

In fact, after building the apartments, we wound up Foxglove Homes Ltd. 

We three directors, Tom Jackson, Keith Hebden and I, together with our three wives, travelled 
to Jersey in the Channel Islands to hold our closing meeting using up the final amount in the 
bank account which virtually covered our expenses. We stayed at the Grand Hotel in St Helier. 

The hotel had a delightful Champagne Lounge facing the sea, and very unusual round tables 
each with a recessed circular centre with a container for ice and the champagne bottles! 

The first evening we met before dinner for drinks. We were served by an Eastern European 
wine waiter who didn’t have a great command of English. 
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After ordering the champagne Keith’s wife Zena, who was a lovely lady but a little naive, 
politely asked the bewildered waiter much to the amusement and hysterics of we other five 
“What are your nuts like?”  

Prior to our purchase of the Primitive Methodist Chapel in 1980, and the moving of our 
Advertising Department to that locality, we had the department situated on the third floor of 
the new main office block that we had built at the rear of the old cinema building. 

The department was managed by Rex Fleetwood who had joined us from the musical 
instrument distributors Rose-Morris. His son Kevin also subsequently worked for us both in 
our Sales Office and as a territory sales manager. 

Rex was very talented, and he produced some excellent trade catalogues during his period 
with us. He resigned at the end of the 1970s, and he and his wife Bunny moved to a very quiet 
part of Wales where Rex ran his own successful design business in a less stressful rural 
location. 

Attached to the newly purchased Primitive Methodist Chapel by a glass-enclosed corridor was 
a portacabin styled building that the previous owners had used as their office block. This was 
very suitable for our Advertising Department so, from our new office block at the rear of the 
cinema building, we moved that department and the appropriate employees to the new locality. 

To save him effort when moving, and unbeknown to me at the time, our then Advertising 
Manager, who had succeeded Rex Fleetwood, threw away many old records which today 
would be of much historical interest - a great loss and shame on the man! 

A couple of years after the department moved, I was showing some retail music shop 
customers from Manchester around our buildings. When we passed through the glassed 
corridor joining the Advertising Department to the old chapel, I got a funny look from one of 
our guests as he viewed the flora that the employees had planted to brighten up their area. 
On returning to my main office he took me to one side. He told me at University he had studied 
horticulture. Was I aware my advertising team were growing cannabis?!! 

The next day the corridor was flora free! 

Today, through our sister Company, JHS Warehousing and Distribution Ltd, which was 
incorporated in 1988, we have our own 68,250 square feet of office and warehousing 
accommodation on a four-acre site acquired in 1989. It was actually four and a half acres 
when we purchased it. We were fortunate in 1993 to be approached by Safeway’s 
Supermarkets' property agent, and we sold half an acre for an excellent price for use as a 
petrol filling station. Now of course it is Tesco branded. 

In 1990 we celebrated our first 25 years in business. 

Having recently acquired our new premises in Parkinson Approach, Garforth - and with so 
much land available on our new site we were able to hold a big event in a specially created 
marquee. 

Many industry guests joined us for our Silver Jubilee party, and we deliberately made it into a 
social occasion rather than just one to promote and sell our products.  

In 1992, we built on our new site a large office block to compliment the warehouse building. 
We held our opening ceremony and eldest grandson James Sweeting cut the tape! 

In 1993 we sold the old cinema building which included both the development at the rear of 
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the building and the land on which the demolished old police station had stood. Having sold 
the old Salem Methodist Chapel in 1984 and the old Primitive Methodist Chapel in 1990, we 
had now disposed of all our various odd buildings. 

When we bought our current property, it was known as 'Concordia Works’. The owners, White 
Sea and Baltic (still active and based elsewhere) were suppliers of oleochemicals and 
specialists in blending chemical products. When we took it over, the floor of the main building 
had many sections covered in a tar-like substance, but much worse was the lingering stench 
of the chemicals used in the processing. It took us over six months just to clean up the site 
and make it acceptable for occupation. 

In the overgrown area at the rear of the site, we would come across discarded containers with 
skulls and crossbones on them. Now they were scary and worrying finds and had to be 
removed from the land! 

But worse, we also learned that the bodies of murdered people had been buried on the site in 
1977! They had been killed by rogue Hell's Angels lead by Paul Anthony Hobson who had 
also murdered Christopher Robin Cooper in 1975 and buried his body in Parlington Woods 
close to Garforth Golf Club. Through the East Leeds branch of the Commercial Traveller’s 
Association, I knew Christopher's father, Ed Cooper, and Chris' then-wife Joan who had been 
an employee of our Company in the late 1960s. 

When Christopher went missing his father Ed came to see me, but I told him not to worry as 
his son had probably gone away to London. It was a shock when four years later, after a 
confession by Hobson, I learned where Christopher had been buried. Ed and Ed’s wife had 
the burial site consecrated and a gravestone erected, and for many years until they passed 
away, often, on my return journey from Garforth Golf Club on a Sunday lunchtime after my 
morning round, I would see their car parked near the wood as they visited the site to meditate 
and pray. 

Despite problems with the land and the inside state of the main building, our new property 
was, however, very sound. It had, initially, been built by the pre-cast concrete garage 
manufacturer Panelite, and excellent quality materials had been used in the construction. They 
have stood the test of time. Once cleaned up, the building converted well to a wholesale 
warehouse and offices which over the years were both expanded. 

In the early years, we had no major brands affiliated with us and we grew with many ‘second 
division’ such as Mas y Mas Spanish guitars, Terada guitars and many budget accessories. It 
was bloody hard work, but we did it with dealer and supplier support and all profits ploughed 
back into the Company. 
Our retail customers have also always been tremendously supportive. 

Getting to know your customers is a very important part of any business relationship, and 
many years ago I was taught at sales conferences to obtain and record the names of buyers. 
This enabled one to enter a customer’s premises and address by name the person you wished 
to deal with. 

In the early days of my own business, I visited for the first time, retail music shops in London. 
These I had never covered when working for Hohner or Fenton-Weill. 

I recall walking into Blanks Music Shop in Kilburn in the 1970s and, for my records, politely 
asked for the owner or buyer. 

‘“That’s me:”, the man said “I am Mr Blank” 
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I introduced myself giving him my name and asked him if I could call him by his Christian 
name. 

Whoops...he was Jewish and with a twinkle in his eye said “Well, you can call me by my 
forename, which is David” 

Well, I thought there’s another lesson learned! 

Just going back to products from our early years, I have mentioned us having Terada guitars, 
which were Japanese, made in Nagoya. They were super, budget guitars and, in the late 
1960s and early 1970s we sold thousands of them. We ran an advertisement in the music 
press with the slogan "Ter-a-da boom today - Ter-a-da boom today", with music notation to 
match!! A bit tacky, but great fun. 

We bought Terada guitars long before the days of containerisation and it was important that 
delicate, wooden instruments like these were not over-stowed in the ship's hold whilst they 
were being shipped to us from Nagoya. 

All the cartons were marked 'DO NOT OVER-STOW’. However, unfortunately, we received 
one consignment that had been placed beneath much heavier goods low down in the ship's 
hold resulting in all the cartons being crushed. This was not surprising for after six weeks at 
sea and under the pressure, the bellies and backs of the guitars had all concaved.  

The instruments were un-saleable. We received insurance compensation but to recover the 
import duty and purchase tax levied and paid at the time of entry meant we had to destroy the 
consignment in the presence of a customs officer. We laid out all 200 guitars in the yard 
outside our premises where Madge, all our staff, the customs officer and I, jumped up and 
down on the instruments to shatter them completely. All we could recover after the customs 
official had departed were the machine heads for later sale. The wood went to the refuse tip. 

The Mas y Mas guitars we imported were Spanish made in Valencia. Madge and I, our 
daughters - Linda and Karen and employee co-director Jeff Parker and his wife Norma, went 
on holiday to Benidorm in 1966 and visited the factory. We received wonderful hospitality from 
the Mas y Mas family. 

At the time of my visit, I didn't realise that Mas y Mas guitars were also being imported into the 
UK by Ivor Mairants for his London Musicentre. Senor Mas asked me to pass on to Ivor his 
best wishes when next I was in London. I thought they must be just social friends. Some weeks 
later I called on Ivor Mairants, to receive a lengthy ‘ear-bashing' - I had, unknowingly, ‘stolen’ 
the agency from the great man. I'm sure I had been long-since forgiven by the time he offered 
me the opportunity to buy his famous store. 

In the late ‘60s, I thought it would be a great idea to visit customers in Scotland that I had 
never met.  I arranged with Johnny Bills to travel the territory with him for one week and, by 
Thursday, we had reached Inverness to call on The Music Shop - only to discover from the 
proprietor's daughter that her father, Captain Henderson, had been admitted to hospital earlier 
that week. Outside the shop Johnny said, “We’ll go and see him. They'll be drying him out, 
he's got an alcohol problem."  

We arrived at the Captain's hospital bedside - with flowers and grapes - to find him sitting 
comfortably in pyjamas and dressing gown. He insisted we showed him our products, so we 
went down to the hospital car park with him still dressed in bed clothing. There we stood by 
the open hatchback of my Vauxhall estate car, with him in pyjamas, pointing and saying, "I'll 
have twelve of those guitar bags, two dozen of those guitar straps, two of these Terada 
guitars". 
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During the summer, on another Scottish trip with Johnny, we were with a customer until late, 
and with no hotel yet booked. At 9.00 pm, we struggled to find somewhere to sleep. Finally, 
we ended up in a single bed in a run-down motel, sleeping back-to-back all night with neither 
of us daring to turn over. The lesson here being to always ensure accommodation is booked 
in advance of travel! 

When Johnny and I went to Ireland together we had a great time selling to some lively, 
interesting people, but it didn't go down well for us as we crossed the border from the north in 
my UK-registered car loaded with mouth organs and other accessories. 

We stopped in the main street in Dundalk to sell some products to a couple of shops, only to 
be advised by a steely-eyed and intimidating man that, in our own interests, it would be better 
if we 'moved on'. We shot-off to Drogheda pretty quickly! 

Some years later in the 1990s, I joined a 'Hole-In-One' golf society trip to the Republic of 
Ireland. We stayed near Waterford and played a number of courses in that vicinity. 

We had - and still have to my knowledge - a good customer in Waterford, the John Palmer 
Music Centre. 

I had never previously met him but wished to say "Hello" to the owner, John, and in between 
the golf playing times on Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday, I called at the shop, spoke to an 
assistant, but every time missed John himself. 

I finally caught up with him on the Thursday, introduced myself, and felt like a Wild West bounty 
hunter when he said; "Hello, I heard you were in town". 

In March 1970 I received a telephoned request from Neil McCormack of the music shop 
McCormacks, Glasgow. Leeds United had been drawn to play Glasgow Celtic in the European 
Cup. 

The first leg was to be held at Elland Road on April 1st, and Leeds were certainly the 
favourites. Scottish fans are very fanatical and the tickets available in Glasgow quickly ran out. 

“Can you help me get some tickets, your end?” Neil asked. 

Well, here was an important retail customer, and building relationships is valuable in such 
circumstances. 

“I will see what I can do” I replied. 

I spoke to a number of my employees, and I learned that tickets were on sale at Elland Road 
on a certain date but restricted to a small number per supporter. 

About four of my employees generously offered to join the queue on the day of allocation and 
we managed to get Neil about six tickets. 

My! What one would do for customer relations! 

On sending him the tickets I pointed out his supporter friends had better not bring green and 
white scarfs or shout much, as they would be stood with the home crowd. 

As an aside. Leeds lost the match, also the return game in Glasgow, and were eliminated from 
the competition. 
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Around the late 1960s, the government had a slogan 'Export or die'. My bank manager said, 
"Get into export, John, I can lend you more." So, it was trips to Scandinavia, Holland and 
Germany selling JHS straps and sticks and bags, accompanied by good buddies in the 
industry who were selling non-conflicting lines. I made many trips in the 1970s with ‘Jeff’ 
Jeffery, who sold Monopole and Picato strings and Dave Simms of Simms Watts Amplification 
fame. We drove thousands of miles and had hundreds of laughs - like the time I tried to book 
us into a cheap hostelry near Amsterdam called the Hounden Hotel, only to find out the 
building was dog kennels where people left their pets before going on vacation! 

'Jeff’ Jeffrey lived in South Wales where the Picato string factory was located. On another trip 
in the early 1970s, he had been asked by some of his rugby-playing friends to bring back from 
Scandinavia a few super-eight blue films. Scandinavia was very free in allowing such material 
to be sold openly, however, it was illegal to import it into the UK. Jeff only had half a dozen 
films to smuggle through the customs, so he didn't feel too guilty! Nevertheless, he had to 
secrete them somewhere. Low and behold if they didn't fit perfectly into the plastic envelopes 
used for bass guitar strings. On the ferry return trip to the UK from Denmark, it was amusing 
to see Jeff on deck discarding the actual strings into the North Sea so that he had his 
'camouflage' for the illegal imports. 

In the ‘70s we had a very successful sales representative covering the Republic of Ireland, 
called John Vose. A lovely, laid-back man. Unfortunately, John had arthritis in his hands and, 
after just a few years with us, he resigned. He had been told by his specialist that he had to 
use his hands to keep them supple.  

In his resignation letter John told us of the doctor's advice, plus the amusing comment " ... and 
writing out orders is not enough exercise for them (his hands)." John became a chiropodist. 
(After leaving our employ he was in touch to tell me he now traded in rare, 45rpm gramophone 
records). 

David Barnett worked as our European Sales Manager from 1974 to 1978. Fluent in German, 
experienced in selling techniques and a talented musician, David was an asset in a million. 
He comes from a Jewish family, has a lovely Spanish wife and is gifted with a great personality. 
He gained us a lot of business. 

His father had just retired and, on one trip to Germany, he took him along for the ride. David 
knew all the German slang words. His father needed to visit the lavatory, so David stopped at 
a resthaus on the autobahn. When his father came back to the car, he was very flustered. 
"What's wrong Dad?" David asked. "I don't know, but I seem to have upset a young lady, and 
all I asked for was the shitehaus." 

Before every Christmas, the company would hold a sales meeting followed always by a dinner 
party for all staff held at many local venues over the years. 

One year, we went to the Mansion Hotel at Roundhay Park, Leeds. After the meal was over 
the dining room became the dance floor. The guests went to the bar and the furniture was 
removed. We had arranged for some of our employees who were musicians, including David 
Barnett, who was a very talented pianist, to be part of the after-dinner entertainment and had 
already set up at one end of the dining room musical instruments including a Crumar electronic 
keyboard. 

From where I was in the bar, I heard a commotion from the dining room and went back in. I 
found David and two of the hotel staff pushing the hotel piano from its usual position in the 
room to the other end where we had set up our performance equipment. 

I told David we had brought the Crumar piano for him to use. He replied ‘John, those Crumars 
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are for selling, not playing!’ 

It was however a joke, as Crumar electric keyboards were, in fact, used by many professional 
musicians including American keyboard legend Billy Preston who famously performed with 
the instrument hung around his neck like a guitar. 

The Mansion Hotel in Roundhay Park was also the venue of another amusing event. 

In the late 1960s Madge and I had made friends with another couple, Phil and Audrey Rich 
who, like us at us at that time,  lived on the Grange Estate in Garforth. Phil was a Sales Agent 
for a firm importing Italian made shoes. 

At that time footwear from Italy was very popular, and Phil had many good customers for his 
products, including the Mail Order catalogue companies Grattan Warehouse and Empire 
Stores. 

He carried many samples in the boot of his car, but just one shoe from each pair. This enabled 
him to carry more examples of the products and was of course all that was needed to show 
the style of them. 

One evening Madge, Phil, Audrey and myself journeyed from Garforth to the Mansion Hotel 
in Phil’s car which he parked in Mansion Lane adjacent to the venue where we had booked a 
table for dinner. 

After a delightful meal we returned to the vehicle to discover the boot of the car had been 
broken into and most of the foot ware samples stolen. Phil returned to the hotel and telephoned 
the police. This was the 1960s, and a policeman soon arrived to view the scene of the crime. 

“Now what have you lost?” he asked. 

“Well a lot of my shoe samples” Phil replied 

“How many pairs?” 

Phil responded: “Well, I should explain. I only carry the left shoe from each pair as that is all 
that’s needed for my customers to see the style” 

Much to our amusement the officer responded 

“Ah! In that case we’ll be looking for a one-legged thief!”   
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Chapter 3: It helps to have good 
products 

“If you bang ‘em, blow ‘em, pluck ‘em or suck ‘em we sell ‘em”- John Hornby 
Skewes 

I was sitting next to an Australian on a flight to Hong Kong, and he had just asked me “So, you 
say you sell musical instruments. May I ask what types?” 

On the spur of the moment, I came up with the amusing above quote, and then explained we 
had over 6000 listed products in our trade catalogue from a drum to a harmonica. 

We didn’t at that time sell pianos, but later my good friend David Fox of the then musical 
instrument chain Fox’s of Doncaster mentioned to me that Korean pianos were good quality 
and worth considering for UK distribution. 

Pianos? That's something new! 

So, we ordered a sample shipment of 30 pieces from a well-respected Korean factory and 
branded them Hornby. 

The container arrived. Thirty pianos each in a strong and heavy wooden case - and our 
company at the time without forklift equipment! It took our warehouse staff many hours to 
unload the container, and I don't know how many pulled muscles and ruptures were incurred! 
Today this would be classed as a health and safety matter or a ‘no-no’! I do recall our 
Warehouse Manager, Ken Worsnop, coming to my office begging me to never again import 
pianos. Well, we didn't know much about that side of the industry anyway, so we never did. 

In 1975 we took the four middle pages in the weekly pop/rock music newspaper called Melody 
Maker to advertise our 10 years in business and to promote the products we distributed at that 
time. These included Roland products which we then exclusively handled in the UK including 
the Space Echo and the Effects Pedal unit Funny Cat. My, how far the late Ikutaro Kakehashi 
took his Roland company since that time. 

Another Japanese company we were proud to represent in the UK - and this time during the 
1980s - was Audio-Technica Corporation. We distributed their microphones to the music trade 
and Audio-Technica Ltd, Leeds, distributed to the Pro Audio and other markets. 

On one visit to Japan Neil Mooring, our then Purchasing Director, and I visited the factory in 
Shinjuku within the Tokyo metropolis. 

The company had been founded by Hideo Matsushita and he skilfully produced phonographic 
cartridges in the early days of record players and built up a financially successful organisation. 
He was also very proud of the very interesting museum he built next to his business premises 
to house a collection of early gramophones. 

On the way back to central Tokyo I recall us travelling so slowly on the Japanese Express 
Way that we renamed it 'snails’ way'. 

We were honoured when in September 1981 Hideo Matsushita visited our Garforth premises. 

Audio-Technica Ltd, Leeds, was managed by Shig Harada. He loved the UK. He joined Leeds 
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Golf Club (Cobble Hall) and really appreciated the low cost of playing golf here as opposed to 
that he would have had to endure in his Japan homeland. 

After a year or so in his UK job he decided to bring his wife to Leeds, and they bought a nice 
house near Roundhay Park. My wife Madge and I socialised with them at the time including a 
lovely meal I recall us having at their home. 

In her early days here, Shig's wife, Kay, hardly spoke any English. 

A couple of weeks after she arrived in the UK she called at a local corner grocery shop. 

When Shig came home that evening he found her very distressed, and she told him the owner 
of the shop had propositioned her. 

The first thing Shig did the next morning was to go immediately to the shop to confront the 
owner. The man was a broad and very amicable Yorkshire man. 

"What have you been saying to my wife?" challenged Shig. 

The man said he couldn't understand what Shig was talking about. Shig said that his wife had 
been propositioned. 

In his Yorkshire accent, the man replied "Eee no lad. She cum in 'ere ail shy and nervous. She 
din’t speak much English. I felt sorry for 'er. Wanted to 'elp. Make 'er feel at 'ome." "Nah luv", 
I said, "I'll tek care o' thee luv". 

In her limited knowledge of English, all poor Kay could hear was the words ‘love’ and being 
‘taken care of'. 

Shig then, of course, understood, and so did his wife Kaye when he explained it to her.  

One of the first synthesizes we distributed was an analogue polyphonic instrument made by 
Kawai. We purchased some of the first instruments off the production line. It had excellent 
features and quickly sold. It was pre-programmed with a number of pre-sets and had the 
facility to allow musicians to add their own to those already installed. 

A few weeks after the product was on the market, we started to get complaints that there was 
a design fault in that the personal settings the musicians themselves had created were being 
deleted for no apparent reason. Sometimes this happened in the middle of a live performance. 
On reporting this to Kawai they replied that there were no design faults and the musicians 
must be at fault and responsible for any problems. 

Our dealers and their customers disputed this and following many unsuccessful attempts to 
rectify the matter we gradually started to receive the instruments back for credit (and nothing 
but credit!) We reported the situation to Kawai, but they still refused to accept that there was 
any fault in the design and also refused to accept the instruments back from us for a refund. 

As our finances were stretched Kawai's inflexible attitude was of great concern to us. 

Our own engineers worked hard to identify the cause of the problem and finally were 
successful. The design did not include a battery back-up feature to prevent the loss of new 
programmes that were held in the temporary memory should there be a power failure. During 
use - and sometimes during live shows - keyboard players had suddenly lost their own pre - 
set material and at the time the mains power had certainly not failed. 
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What our engineers did discover was that when electrical generating power stations switched 
over on the grid there was a very slight surge - a fraction of a second - but sufficient to delete 
all the newly stored material. All this was explained to Kawai and they finally accepted the 
return for a refund of all the models we had purchased. I believe the company made a design 
change on future production runs to overcome the problem that we had identified. 

Other products we distributed during the mid-1970s included Kasuga guitars, Eko organs, 
Hoshino drums, the Logan String Melody and Royal Standard accordions. Products we 
distributed then and still do in the 2020s include Grover machine heads and Sharkfin plectra. 

In 1976 I got a message that a Mr Jerry Freed from the USA Company International Music 
Corporation (IMC), Fort Worth, Texas, was in the UK and wished to visit to show us a range 
of guitars under the Hondo brand. His intention was to travel up to Leeds from London by train. 
We recommended he alighted at Wakefield railway station from where we would collect him 
by car. 

He duly arrived at our premises in our provided car, driven by one of our employees, with 
many guitar samples. However, not all of his samples could be fitted into the car! Goodness 
knows how he got them on to and off the train! So, we had to send the car back to Wakefield 
Railway Station to pick up the balance of the instruments. 

We took on the Hondo range for sale in the UK and successfully sold thousands of instruments 
from this range for a number of years. 

IMC subsequently also bought the Charvel and Jackson brands and these we also handled 
exclusively in the UK and Eire. 

Years later Jerry Freed left IMC to become the export agent for the USA made SKB cases, 
and we were appointed the distributor for the brand in the UK and Ireland. 

Jerry subsequently founded his own company, Gator Cases Inc, designing and manufacturing 
cases in the Far East for international distribution. After a brief battle with cancer, Jerry died 
in November 2014 and will be remembered as a man not to be crossed in business and 
certainly not the most popular of industry personalities. Nevertheless, he was a creative man 
with a larger than life personality. He had a big impact within the international musical 
instrument industry. 

Throughout the 1970s into the early 1980s, a large percentage of our turnover was in Italian-
made instruments, mainly keyboards. Rose-Morris held the agency for Eko guitars; we held it 
for Eko organs. We also distributed the previously mentioned Crumar electronic pianos and 
that great product the Logan String Melody.  

John Edgar was our Keyboard Division Manager at the time. A real enthusiast! Every January 
we visited the Ancona area of Italy, where all the main factories were located. John was bang-
up to date with market demand and the Eko electronic keyboard engineers would make us up 
prototypes one day to the next during our five-day stay. 

Very popular at the time were chord organs. These were instruments designed like an 
accordion but flat on one surface with chord buttons for the left hand and a standard keyboard 
for the right hand. With specially written music they could easily be played by people with no 
knowledge of written music and were extremely popular. 

To promote the Tivoli instruments, in 1977 we advertised them in the 'Radio Times'. The advert 
showed the organ with a player holding up one finger from one hand and two from his other 
hand with the slogan: "You only need three fingers and no knowledge of music to immediately 
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play the Tivoli 18A" 

We sold thousands of Tivoli instruments in a number of different price ranges and varied 
specifications. 

We were also very successful in the early 1970s with Eko brand Two Manual home organs - 
particularly the DOMUS 37A and in the early 1980s, the Eko Elite Duo 44 was a big seller. 
Eko also produced portable keyboards and their TIGER models were very popular with pop 
groups. 

The Italian manufacturers were at their height around this time, but it was not to last as the 
Japanese with their more sophisticated digital technology entered and quickly dominated the 
market. 

The Eko factory also developed for us conventional 49 and 61 key instruments which we sold 
under the Encore brand. Some were portable and others in home furniture styled cabinets. 

For use with many of the keyboards that Eko made for us, both EMI and Music Sales Ltd 
produced John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd organ books. These were written so that even 
players unable to read music could follow the chord symbols and numbered keys to produce 
the songs and tunes. A big seller was Book 9 in the Family Organ Book range which contained 
40 popular Beatles' songs arranged and produced for us by Music Sales Ltd. These books 
also contained chord symbols making them useable by guitarists.  

Apart from the excitement of designing our products on the hoof, on our many visits to Italy 
we also enjoyed Italian-style hospitality with excellent fish meals and fine wine. 

Declan McLoughlin worked for Eko in the mid-‘70s and subsequently joined our Company for 
a number of years. After leaving us, he worked for NATO where his linguistic talents were 
highly valued. Sadly, he died in 2014. 

Visiting Recanati was always fun, particularly the year we visited when Eko had to throw the 
‘first set' of accounts books out of the upstairs office windows, to be replaced by the 'second 
set' as the visiting government tax inspectors bad been announced downstairs. 

They always housed us in a nice little hotel in Loreto, next to the church. There was only one 
thing wrong - the church clock chimed loudly on every hour and every quarter. We generally 
got to bed before midnight - I don't know about John Edgar, but I know I could never sleep 
before 1.45 am. At midnight 12 chimes, at 12.15 am 13 chimes, at 12.30 am 14 chimes - I 
couldn't wait for 12.45 am - 12 loud chimes followed by three. Then I slept - I never heard the 
one chime of 1.00 am! 

In the 1970s and 1980s, we successfully sold many products under our JHS brand. In 
particular, we developed guitar amplifiers with the manufacturer Edgeworth Electronics of 
Darlington. James Edgeworth was an entrepreneur who successfully manufactured 
equipment sold under a number of different brand names. 

Our JHS branded equipment was aimed at the 'budget' and 'starter' markets. 

We also purchased from Japan electronic effects units, both foot-operated and rack-mounted, 
all sold under our JHS logo. 

One fantastic product in the mid-1980s was the JHS Rock-Box. We had two versions for six-
string guitar use and a model for electric bass guitars. 
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Shaped like a large-sized packet of cigarettes this battery-driven multi-effects unit sold in 
thousands. 

By the mid-1980s our Italian made Home Organs no longer featured in our product range. We 
had benefitted for well over 10 years from very successful sales of these instruments. 

One of my happiest memories is that of personally playing the Eko Tivoli 18A organ in my 
home using the music from those fantastic JHS Family Chord Organ books. 

By the mid-1980s, though the Home Organ business was no longer a part of our sales 
programme, we still featured in our product range and under our JHS and Encore brands, 
single manual keyboards, and also synthesises suitable for performance use by pop groups 
and professional and semi-professional musicians. 

Who would believe it! In 1986 we introduced a range of amplifiers under the brand name 
Gorilla. They didn't last long in our product range - just three years or so, but long enough for 
us to have one of our Sales Office team dressed in a gorilla suit doing the rounds at the British 
Music Fair. I don't recall whether we sold a lot of amplifiers at the show or not, but we certainly 
got given a lot of bananas and scared a lot of people! 

In 1986 we introduced a great little Teczon 4x4 mixer and cassette tape recorder. The Teczon 
had a Dolby C NR noise reduction system and versatile deck and mixer sections. This winning 
combination gave us a very good selling product. 

During 1987 and 1988 we distributed a most unusual piece of Kahler branded equipment 
called 'The Human Clock'. It was very advanced in that it took rhythmic pulse input from one 
of the playing musicians and by means of 'Real-Time Prediction' calculated live temp and then 
converted it to a midi-clock output that moved and changed instantly and naturally with the 
musician's tempo. 

Unfortunately, despite the potential, musicians did not show the expected interest and the 
product, like a number of other innovative pieces of electronic equipment, soon disappeared 
from the marketplace. 

Apart from importing from Spain and distributing Mas y Mas classical guitars, mentioned 
earlier from our start-up days, for many years, we were the exclusive distributors in the U.K. 
and the Republic of Ireland of Manuel Rodriguez instruments. Manuel Jnr, who manages the 
company, is a lively marketing man and a good salesman, and he often attended our June 
Events to help us sell his products to our visiting customers.  

The instruments are made in Toledo and I visited the factory at the time Manuel got married 
and Madge and I were invited to his wedding. Surprisingly it was not a Catholic service as 
Manuel was a member of a different Christian church. It was, however, the longest wedding 
service we have ever attended! 

Because the guests came from all over the world, (many of his international customers were 
invited and attended) he had decided to have the service conducted both in Spanish and 
English. This meant that each section was repeated twice, and it went on and on to the 
consternation and boredom of the congregation. 

The after-service function was however enjoyable. 

The memory of travelling to Toledo reminds me that I should mention that there was a time in 
the late '60s and early '70s when, unless it was vital, I wouldn't fly. I wasn't scared of flying - 
just of crashing! The reason for this was because in 1967 my wife Madge, our daughters Linda 
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and Karen, and I had returned from a week's holiday in Spain on the actual British Midland 
plane that crashed in Stockport near Manchester Airport on Sunday 4 June. If we could have 
afforded a two-week holiday rather than just one week, I would not be writing these 
recollections today! My fear of flying also lead to Madge and I visiting the NAMM (National 
Association of Music Merchants) show in Chicago by boat to New York (the QEII) and then 
onward by train (AMTRACK) in 1978. 

NAMM (National Association of Music Merchants), is the largest industry organisation, and 
they organise two annual dealer trade shows in the USA. These are held in many locations, 
but the main winter one has been fixed in Anaheim, adjacent to Disneyland for many years.   

I am honoured to be mentioned in the Oral History section of the NAMM USA trade 
association's website where the following appears: 

“John Hornby Skewes is the founder and president of John Hornby 
Skewes Company Ltd, a noted music wholesaler located in England, which 
was established in the early 1960s. John is also one of the pioneers of the 

Music Industry Association in the UK and the British Music Fair. He is an 
industry legend and, oh boy, does he have the stories! Mr. Skewes 

recalled, "Have I told you when I was afraid to fly so I took a boat from the 
UK to New York and a train from New York to Chicago to the NAMM show. 
It's a funny one" he said with a laugh. His first NAMM Oral History interview 

was completed on July 10, 2005. A second interview was completed the 
following July to gather a few more of his great industry stories.”1 

I first visited Japan in 1970, though our purchasing from the Far East dates back to before that 
year. 

As I have written, I hated to fly, and always downed a few drinks to calm my nerves. One of 
my co-directors at the time was Jeff Parker and he travelled with me on that 1970 trip. In a 
drunken stupor, I lost my boarding pass for one sector at Tokyo airport, and Jeff had the 
nightmare situation of getting me on board the flight without the document. 

Also, during the 1970s David Sidebottom (son of Alick from Kitchens music shop in Leeds) 
had joined us as Purchasing Manager and John Edgar, David and I, due to my fear of flying 
at the time, would travel by train to Ancona in Italy. Honestly! We'd leave Waterloo on Sunday, 
get to Milan at noon on Monday and into Ancona 2-3 hours later. We used to have a sleeper 
with three-fold-down bunks. We made John Edgar sleep on the top bunk because of his 
flatulence! 

I certainly have wanderlust. Travelling is enjoyable - be it on business or vacation. It's nice to 
come home, but it is nice to go away. 

Travelling reminds me of the many years I travelled to the Far East on buying trips, I used 
many different airlines to reach my varied destinations. However, 1979 however stands out. 

British Airways, in conjunction with Singapore Airlines, had commenced a service by Concorde 
from London to Singapore. 

 

1 http://www.namm.org/library/oral-history/john-hornby-skewes 

http://www.namm.org/library/oral-history/john-hornby-skewes
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What an opportunity!  My chance for once to be extravagant, savour luxury and save time. 

Even though the flight time was eight hours, with a stopover of one hour in Bahrain, instead 
of the usual fourteen hours, the service was short lived. It is however a memory forever, as is 
the certificate I received for flying this Concorde route. 

Anyways, though my background was always in sales, I learnt pretty quickly that good buying 
was just as important as successful selling. 

Over the years, visiting suppliers on their own home ground has certainly been beneficial. For 
many years I travelled to Europe, the USA and the Far East sourcing product, initially on my 
own but then with our buyers David Sidebottom and his successor, Neil Mooring. Now, much 
of this travelling is done by our Managing Director, Dennis Drumm, and our Purchasing team 
lead by Paul Smith.  

Overseas trade shows are important events to attend and I have been fortunate to visit many 
in Germany, Spain, Taiwan, Korea, Japan, Brazil, the USA, Italy, China, Holland - and other 
countries. In many early years, my daughter Linda travelled with the team to Frankfurt to assist 
in our exhibition booth at the time of the spring MESSE.  

Exhibiting our products at such shows is an important part of our sales programme, but equally 
important is our purchasing programme. This has led to many interesting visits. 

Before the fall of the Berlin Wall, there were two music shows in Germany. One, the Leipzig 
Musik Messe, generally followed immediately after the other one, the Frankfurt Musik Messe. 
This meant as soon as we had finished exhibiting and attending the Frankfurt event, we 
packed our bags and crossed over into East Germany - the DDR (Deutsche Demokratische 
Republik). 

Often, I had driven to the Frankfurt Messe, so it then meant a road transfer to the next venue. 
In winter this was very hazardous particularly crossing the Thuringia Wald. I remember one 
year the roads were snowbound and it took many extra hours to cover the distance between 
Frankfurt am Main and Leipzig. 

That year Brian Justice of Cross and Ticher Ltd (the UK company that represented Musima 
the DDR export organisation) was so bogged down in the snow in one of the towns he was 
passing through that he abandoned his car and tried to book into a hotel. 

He was advised by the reception that it was not possible as his Visa was for transit only. 

Brian knew he couldn't safely travel on, so he quickly downed four large Schnapps and told 
the receptionist it was highly illegal in the DDR to drink and drive and said, "So call the police 
or give me a room". He got his room. 

The contrast between East and West at that time was enormous. One would have to 
experience it to really appreciate the difference in the standard of living, culture and freedom. 

Entering the communist state of the DDR from West Germany was to say the least 
troublesome. My first border crossing visit was quite traumatic because I had no knowledge 
of the required procedures which took place in such a chaotic environment. 

Arriving travellers had to visit many different sections in the arrival area and these had to be 
undertaken in the correct sequence. Scores of arriving visitors were milling around in a 
confused and disorganised manner. No orderly queues for any desk or section. A nightmare!  
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If I recall correctly when found, the first section was for passport control followed by a section 
where one's pre-issued Visa was checked, currency exchange then took place, and finally a 
visit to a desk that handled accommodation needs. 

If one had pre-booked accommodation then that helped enormously, otherwise you were given 
the address of where you had to stay. Since hotel rooms - or for that matter hotels themselves 
- were virtually non-existent, most accommodation was provided in private homes. You had 
an address given to you, and then when you finally arrived in Leipzig you had to find where 
you were to stay in a city that had virtually no street lighting and few if any, street signs. 

Despite the deprivation in Leipzig visits were beneficial and enjoyable. 

Some of the smaller makers were still allowed to trade independently. The larger ones 
operated as state-controlled conglomerates. Amongst a range of products, we purchased 
were many accessories and the well-known Bandmaster harmonicas and Royal Standard 
accordions. 

I have mentioned the troublesome crossing border points between West and East? At these, 
it was compulsory to exchange currency to cover one's accommodation and other costs. The 
official rate was one East Mark for one West Mark, however, on the currency 'black market' in 
Leipzig one could obtain a four to one rate!  

I remember that an East German interpreter who was engaged by Boosey & Hawkes, the UK 
Brass Instruments Manufacturers, would, at great risk to himself, conduct such transactions. 
You felt very ecstatic as you counted out your money. The only problem there was virtually 
nothing on which one could spend these ill-gotten gains! All the East Germans were interested 
in were West Marks or USA dollars! The 'Inter' shops where Nescafe, Cadbury's chocolate 
and other Western branded foodstuffs were sold only accepted Western currencies. The locals 
clamoured after such luxuries. 

When exiting the DDR, you had to exchange back any unused East Marks for West Marks but 
only, of course, those you could show you had left over from your original currency exchange 
transaction. Any excess you have so cleverly thought you have made was, therefore, really 
useless. 

Cross and Ticher Ltd always daily reserved a large table for dinner in one of the few Leipzig 
hotels where we 'Brits' and their Irish customers would meet each evening. It was festooned 
with Union Jacks and flags of the Republic of Ireland, and a convivial time was had by all. 
They also had a room within the Leipzig Messe complex where all the British and Irish visitors 
met each lunchtime. We were provided with sandwiches and drinks and chatted over our 
experiences. 

One year Les Miller of John E Dallas & Co Ltd (the company was a major UK wholesaler at 
the time), came to the lunchroom bemoaning the fact that his personal luggage had gone 
missing. The next day he was in the same predicament, and again the third day. By this time, 
he was complaining so much that to the amusement of the rest of us in the room, Brian Justice 
chipped in "Les" he said, "Shut up, take off your underpants and I'll bang them up against the 
wall!" 

On one visit I had a half-day free. Colditz was but an hour's drive from Leipzig. 

My visa did not allow for roaming around the countryside. It covered transit to Leipzig - my 
destination - and just the route to get there and back. But this was a chance to see the famous 
castle that was being featured in the TV series at the time, and which had been the home for 
many troublesome allied officer prisoners of war during the 1939-1945 conflict. 
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I had a Super 8 camera and managed on arrival at Colditz to gain entry to the inner courtyard. 
I fanned my camera around the area while remembering all the scenes from the TV show. 
Then I quickly left and drove slowly and carefully back to Leipzig praying the STASI (the DDR 
Security service) would not stop and arrest me. Boy, I could hardly wait to get home to the UK 
and show my 'exclusive' film to all and sundry. 

On my return to the UK, I could hardly believe my bad luck. I had forgotten to put a damn tape 
in the camera! 

On another visit behind the ‘lron Curtain’, my then Co-Director, Tommy Dunlop, and I drove to 
the Leipzig Musik Messe from the Frankfurt Musik Messe. After our business in the DDR, we 
started to drive home. Our journey route on the autobahns was Leipzig to Berlin and I owned, 
at the time, a PS Rover 3.5 Saloon. Quite a large vehicle with high seating. This model of car 
was very upmarket at the time and was favoured by politicians as well as Royalty. I felt like a 
King when driving it! 

However, it had an awful flaw. When the vehicle was idling at traffic lights or in a similar 
situation the carburettor would flood, and the engine would cut out. One then had to wait a 
while for the petrol to evaporate or settle down otherwise the only solution was to take the 
carburettor apart and dry it out. 

After waiting at the border crossing on the East Germany side with the engine ticking over we 
entered the 200-yard space of 'no man's land' between the two sets of high-security fencing, 
and yes, the car stopped.  

With guards from both sets of security towers viewing Tommy and me through their binoculars, 
we had to open the bonnet, dismantle the carburettor, dry it out, reassemble it and restart the 
engine. After an hour we had it fixed and moved forward to cheers from the ‘Tommies’ who 
were manning the British sector security tower. 

On another visit to East Germany, I was with Brian Justice who, as mentioned previously, was 
the director of Cross & Ticher Ltd, the UK Company that represented Demusa, the DDR 
organisation that held the rights to export musical instruments from the country. 

Brian and I travelled in his car first to Berlin and then onward to Markneukirchen, a town in 
Saxony close to the Czechoslovakia border where many of the musical instrument factories 
were located. 

As far as we were concerned our documents were in perfect order but for some reason at the 
West to East border crossing, Brian's car was sided into a holding area. 

Brian suddenly got very agitated. He produced from his jacket hundreds of West 
Deutschmarks and asked me to help him hide them under the seat well mats and around other 
places in the vehicle. I didn't know that he had some sort of unofficial arrangement with East 
German makers, outside the control of the Communist Party, and was smuggling currency 
into the country. Fortunately, the holding up of the car had nothing to do with the DDR 
authorities suspecting anything and after an hour two sweaty businessmen were waved on 
their way. 

On one visit, Neil Mooring and I made to the Taiwan Electronics Fair we needed to buy some 
budget-priced microphones. We saw a nice product on one booth, but the maker wouldn't 
accept our price offer. Neil and I discussed the situation. We wrote out the order for 1,000 
pieces, put our required price in the appropriate column, revisited the booth and said, "Don't 
look at this order now, look at it overnight. In the morning we will visit your booth again - either 
accept the order or hand it back to us." The next morning, we went to the booth. The maker 
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had a very pained look on his face - but he accepted the order! 

Though trade shows are enjoyable events - where you can get a lot of work done - visiting 
actual production factories often produces more beneficial results. 

On another visit to the Far East, Neil Mooring and I decided to enter Taiwan at the southern 
city of Kaoshiung, hire a car and drive north to Taipei through the cities of Tainan, Chiai, 
Yuanlin and Taichung, taking in various factories on the way. It turned into something of a 
nightmare as we could only buy a map in Chinese and, once away from the main cities, no-
one spoke English. The route signs were in Chinese characters and, if there had not been 
some numerical road signs, then who knows where we might have ended up. This trip and 
other such trips were, however, immensely beneficial. 

How touched many makers were that we had taken the trouble to visit them on their home 
ground, rather than see them just at trade shows and many of the relationships initiated then 
have stood the test of time and grown in closeness and benefit. 

China was also a mainland communist country where we found the people working for the 
government export agencies always helpful and friendly. 

After visiting one factory, Neil Mooring and I invited the management team to join us for dinner 
that evening. They asked if they could bring along one or two key workers. We willingly agreed 
to this. We were staying at a large hotel in Guangzhou, recently built by the Hong Kong 
Chinese and a very modern building in its location. The restaurant was on a mezzanine floor 
reached by an escalator from the reception area. Neil and I waited at the top at the appropriate 
time. About twelve Chinese arrived to join us for dinner. We looked down and saw them at the 
bottom of the escalator - a conveyance they had never seen before in their lifetimes. It was 
‘jump on’ - and you could see their minds working, "How the bloody hell do we get off at the 
top?" We had to restrain ourselves from laughing as they came tumbling off one after the other 
as they reached the mezzanine floor. 

In China on another visit, I couldn't believe it! We were asked out to dinner. This was amazing 
as it was always the other way around. The Government-owned export agencies appeared to 
have no budget for customer entertaining. 

Of course, we accepted graciously and enjoyed a lovely meal on a round table for the six of 
us in the party. At the end of the dinner the leader, the charming Chinese lady host, asked for 
the bill, took off her glasses, checked it meticulously line by line - and then passed it to me 
with the comment, "Bill correct - you can pay it now Mr Skewes!" 

Rumania was a country I visited many times in the days of the communist dictator, Ceausescu. 
Our customers will remember with affection, as we do, the Rumanian-made Encore three-
quarter sized classic guitar, model ENC36N that sold in vast quantities during the 1980s. Yes, 
in one year we sold over 50,000 pieces of the ENC36N! Phew! 

Our business was conducted with Mrs Lyvia Serban of the Rumanian Export Agency 
SERMAZ. I remember reading in a newspaper that the Rumanian Communist Party 
government had restricted households to the use of just one 40-watt electric light bulb in each 
property, and I asked Lyvia at one meeting if this was true and if so how she and her family 
coped with such a restriction. She said that it wasn't true and just Western propaganda. 

Years later, after the overthrow of Ceausescu, she told me what she had said was a lie.  The 
40-watt bulb for each household was an edict but she dare not confirm it to a Westerner 
otherwise she would have lost her job and might even have been imprisoned. It really is no 
wonder that in the end communism failed in Eastern Europe. 
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Visiting Rumania was always memorable. Flying their national airline, TAROM (affectionately 
known as Take Another Route on Monday), was an experience in itself. The Rumanian trains 
were also modes of transport to make one grimace. 

Having finished our commercial business on one visit, Neil Mooring and I took a day off to visit 
the Black Sea resort of Constanta, by train from Bucharest. The carriages were dirty and run 
down, and the toilet at the end of our coach had just not been cleaned - it had never been 
cleaned. Human fluids and excrement covered all parts. The toilet seat cover was missing, as 
was the seat itself and even the plate at the bottom of the toilet bowl. The sight of the stains 
on the porcelain, plus the view of one's own water passing directly onto the track made the 
mind boggle and one's body almost joined the flowing fluid onto the track a few inches below 
one's feet! I'll never say a word against British Rail again! 

Rumanian trains would stop and start anywhere, and you were never sure when you had 
reached your destination. Michael Doughty of Stentor Music Co Ltd, the Reigate located major 
UK importers and distributors of violins, was also a customer of the factory that supplied us, 
laughed when he told me how once, in the middle of winter, thinking the train had reached 
Reghin station he got off with his suitcase, to see the train move on leaving him to trudge in 
the snow two miles down the line to the actual destination. 

On one visit fog prevented me from flying back from Tirgu Mures to Bucharest, so I travelled 
overnight by train. In the early morning, the trained passed through the infamous Rumanian 
industrial town of Cepsa Mica where black soot covered everything.  People, buildings, trees 
- it was quite eerie. 

Though the standard of living was low in Rumania, the people could not have been more 
generous or hospitable. 

Over the years, I have found kind and gracious people living in all countries of the world. I 
remember knocking back many a Sake in competition with a Taiwanese supplier in his home 
one evening after dinner - every small goblet to be drunk in one gulp, with the toast 'Campi' - 
quickly followed by the next one.  

In Japan, though, the hospitality was more formal, it was no less friendly. Dinners were 
business-like events in good restaurants preceded or followed by a pleasant evening in a 
genuine Karaoke bar where our supplier, a customer of the establishment, kept his own bottle 
of whisky behind the bar - regularly replaced. Japanese Suntory whisky is almost as tasteful 
as a Scottish make but, take a Japanese person a gift of Glen Fiddich, and he'll be most 
appreciative. He'll also be eternally grateful if you teach him how to sing Tom Jones' 'The 
Green, Green Grass of Home' - the only karaoke song I can execute in good tone. 

Though the major part of the company business has always been the supply of merchandise 
to the retail trade and overseas customers, a very important and profitable sector has been 
that conducted with mass merchandisers.  

From the early 1970’s up to the 2000’s I personally handled the business conducted with major 
mail order catalogue companies such as Littlewoods, Grattan, Empire, Trafford, Freemans, 
Kays and that with Argos.  

We have been suppliers to Argos since the very early days of that company. I remember 
visiting their premises when they were located in Edgeware long before they moved to Milton 
Keynes. 

When I was selling to the catalogue companies, the main interest was in ‘starter’ products and 
with Encore range of acoustic and electric guitars we were well placed major suppliers.  
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One of our most popular and massive sellers, particularly to Argos, was our three-quarter 
sized Rumanian made classic guitar. 

More recently, the major mass merchandiser customer, though not one I have personally 
handled, has been Amazon.  

I have made previous mention of 'Export or Die' and how this government slogan of the 1960s 
led me to enter the company products into overseas markets. 

After my own export trips in the 1960s and 1970s, I later employed David Barrett, and then 
Kevin Fleetwood, to visit our European customers and of course man the booths at various 
overseas exhibitions. 

After Dennis Drumm joined us in an internal management position, he and Purchasing 
Manager - Paul Smith, set about developing our own John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd brands - 
particularly fretted instruments, brass and woodwind, orchestral stringed instruments, 
percussion and amplification, with a view of not only selling them within the UK and Eire but 
into the international market. 

The size of participation in the Frankfurt Musik Messes and NAMM (USA) shows grew and 
continues to grow annually. 

In 2006 Export Manager - Adam Butterworth, joined the team. Adam is tri-lingual speaking 
fluent French, German and of course English and a musician as well. His instrument of choice 
is the piano. 

He grew our overseas business to the extent that by 2014, we were represented in 
approximately 85 foreign territories, these include Albania, Angola, Australia, Austria, Bahrain, 
Belgium, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Botswana, Brazil, Bulgaria, Canada, China, Croatia, Cyprus, 
Czech, Denmark, Estonia, Falklands, Faroes, Finland, France, Germany, Gibraltar, Hong 
Kong, Hungary, Iceland, India, Italy, Korea, Latvia, Lithuania, Lesotho, Luxembourg, Malta, 
Moldova, Mozambique, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Oman, Poland, Portugal, Qatar, 
Romania, Russia, Singapore, Slovakia, Slovenia, South Africa, Spain, St Helena, Swaziland, 
Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan, Tanzania, Thailand, Tunisia, Turkey, UAE, Ukraine, Uruguay, 
USA, Zimbabwe and since 2014 our overseas customer base has continued to increase to 
over 100 by 2021. 

Over the years we have exhibited either in our own name or in conjunction with appointed 
distributors at music shows in Brazil, Canada, China, Germany, Italy, Russia, the Netherlands, 
USA and our brands, particularly Fret-King and Vintage are now well established worldwide. 

The company has, over our many years, been privileged to have distributed in the U.K. many 
famous brands, these in conjunction with our own brands, and some of these are already 
mentioned in various sections of these memoirs. Also mentioned have been the people 
connected to them. 

A number of the current manufacturers that the company represents in the U.K., and some 
also in Europe as a whole, have worked with us for many years. 

In the 2000s the company were delighted to have relationships ongoing at that time with 
notable USA makers. 

In particular Evets with their famous Danelectro guitar range and super selling Snark 
instrument tuners, and Supro instruments, both guitars and amplification, 



 

 

41 

Other guitar brands Bohemian and Daisy Rock featured at the time. 

I must mention Thomas Blugg, the very famous German guitarist. Thomas collaborated with 
the company to produce his own designed Vintage instruments, but more importantly to him, 
he developed some fantastic pieces of Amplification equipment under his brand Bluguitar 
which the company distributes. 

Apart from what is loosely referred to as ‘Group Gear Equipment’, the company was 
distributing in the 2000s branded products of other types of musical instruments, and 
accessories, some loosely referred to as group gear accessories, including Acme, Angel, BG 
France, KAM, EPM, On-Stage, MARCA, Pigtronix, Clayton, Seiko, FloydRose, pBuzz, Grover, 
Dean Markley, Boomwackers, RhythmTech, CAD, ThunderPlugs, Italia, graph tech, 
P.Mauriac, Wittner, Firestix, Sharkfin, Trophy, Perri’s, Lizard Spit, DAVA, FAST-FRET, pBone, 
EK, SHUBB, pBone, pTrumpet, iDance, Holton, AUGUSTINE, Attitude, BEADBRAIN, Diago, 
Kustom and Los CABOS. 

Some of the mentioned brands have been in the company’s portfolio for many years and have 
provided substantial sales to all involved. 

I have forever been appreciative of suppliers who are just as important as customers to all 
trading companies providing hospitality to them is an important part of any business 
relationship. 

When the company welcomed overseas suppliers to Garforth, and after onsite business 
discussions, then taking the visitors out for a meal was an integral part of the relationship. 

I recall taking two gentlemen from one of our USA product suppliers for lunch at the up-market 
Thorpe Park Hotel. 

On arrival I was surprised to be greeted by a concierge I knew. He was Chris Luckey, a 
member of Garforth Golf Club. I said, “Hello Chris, what are you doing here?” 

He replied, “Well John, since retirement I’ve obtained this part time job.” 

My guests and I made our way to the dining room, and after studying the menu they both 
chose for their main course ribeye steaks. When we all reached this course, I asked them 
“Have you ever tried English mustard?” 

They said they hadn’t, so I asked the waiter to bring some. He then brought a jar of premixed 
Coleman’s, and I said “Haven’t you got powdered mustard that can be mixed with water, as 
that doesn’t contain a preservative that repeats in ones stomach  and it also has a much  better 
flavour?” 

He replied the kitchen didn’t have such, and I said that this was poor for a five-star restaurant. 

The Americans started to eat their steaks, and halfway through the course, low and behold if 
the waiter didn’t suddenly turn up with a small pot of freshly mixed Coleman’s powdered 
English mustard! 

A few weeks later I bumped into Chris Luckey at the golf club and related the incident to him. 

He replied: “Oh, I know all about it John. The hotel manager sent me over the road to the 
nearby Sainsbury’s store to quickly buy a tin!” 
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Chapter 4: Products are important, 
but nowhere near so as much as 

people. 
“It is good people who make good places.” 

― Anna Sewell, Black Beauty 

Over the years we have gained and lost agencies, but we have always kept in front of the 
game with a mix of our own brands and holding, for the UK/Eire distribution, a number of 
international brands. 

Over the years we have had the pleasure of taking our sales team on overseas visits and 
enjoyed product training and hospitality from Hughes & Kettner, Manuel Rodriguez and other 
suppliers. 

When we were the distributors of DOD and Digitech products our whole sales team visited 
Salt Lake City, USA. 

In 2003 we entered into a business relationship with Trevor Wilkinson (TWDA) and with his 
input the Vintage guitar range has been successfully developed.  

In 2007 we purchased from Trevor the FRET-King brand and this is now our top-end 
professional guitar product. 

Many successful businessmen and well-known names in our industry worked for us in our 
early years and many today can also say, "My first job (or my first field sales job) in this trade 
was with John Hornby Skewes and Co Ltd." These included Brian Cleary, Stephen Clinkseale, 
Tony Flatt, Anthony Gunter, John Halnon, Mark Hedge, Sean Kelly, Brian Middleditch and 
Paul Newton. 

We have within our Company team stalwarts like my son-in-law Dennis Drumm who, after 
working for Dixons for two years, started in 1973 as a 20-year-old sales office assistant for 
Dallas Arbiter. He then moved on to Stiles and Cleartone before joining us in 1980 as an Areas 
Sales Manager. He became an Executive Director in 1985, joined the Main Board in 1987, 
and was appointed Managing Director in 2003.  

At that time, I stepped up (or down?!) to the role of Executive Chairman, a position that enabled 
me to have the final say if the need arose. For many years, when not on vacation I continued 
to attend our offices for a few hours each day. 

In 1971, I had been advised that to avoid estate duty, it would be beneficial to set up an Estate 
Duty savings Scheme. This meant transferring some of my shares in the company to a 
Discretionary Trust Settlement. This I agreed to and the first of five such Trusts were 
established. 

There are now five such Trusts, two relating to John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd and three to 
JHS Warehousing & Distribution Ltd. 

These various settlements hold the majority of shares in both companies and the appointed 
Trustees hold the discretionary power to use any income received to benefit those they select 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/4639714
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from the beneficiaries list. 

Over the years, there have been a number of different Trustees who have retired due to 
different circumstances. In 2021, these more recently appointed gentlemen are, Neil 
McLaughlin, Ken Findlater and Andy King and bring to their positions as Trustees, a wealth of 
experience in business and human relationships 

In the early years of John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd, my eldest daughter Linda was an active 
member of the company’s team. She had also been very active as the company’s Credit 
Controller, and for a number of years was Chair of the MIA trade association’s committee 
relative to the assessment of trade creditors within the industry. After her marriage and 
motherhood, and though active in a number of the events, and some of the required ongoing 
plans, she participated less in regular company work. On my retirement, she decided to take 
the opportunity to become more involved in the Company, as she had been in earlier years, 
and the Board elected her to the position of Chair of John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd in 2018.  

I realised early on that I had to surround myself with employees who, like Dennis are musicians 
as well as businessmen for, though I have experience in the latter field, I admit that I was 
lacking in the former area. 

Technical and Service Department Manager, Kevin Aston, joined us in 1980 and left in 2012. 

Early on in my business career I made the decision to have the company undertake in house, 
as much departmental work as possible. Our first simple trade catalogue was produced from 
stencils I created. 

This led the company into having a Publicity Department with all design and photography work 
undertaken on the premises. 

One very valuable team member who over many years has contributed to the success of the 
company, is Simon Turnbull the Publicity Manager. 

We employed a number of managers before Simon joined us but his standard of work both in 
advertisement and catalogue design and in the layout of booths at trade shows has made a 
significant contribution to our success 

A young man called Neil Mooring joined us straight from school in 1970 though not a musician, 
he progressed in the internal Sales Department to Sales Office Manager, then to Area Sales 
Manager and finally to Purchasing Manager. We appointed him to the Board of Directors in 
July 1987. It was a tragedy for his family and the Company when he died in April 2000 at the 
very young age of 49. He was an integral and well-respected member of the company/team. 

We also had a very hard-working Warehouse Manager, Steve Dowson, whom we promoted 
to the Board in 1992. Unfortunately, Steve had a wife who became very ill and died in 1995. 
Steve was badly affected during her long illness and after it, and he resigned from the 
Company in 2000. After Steve's departure, we promoted Phil Wardle to Warehouse Manager, 
and he remained with us until 2012. After the departure of Phil Wardle, our warehouse Goods 
Inward Manager, Chris Foster took over responsibility for that department and was 
subsequently appointed to the position of Manager. 

Phil Wardle, our warehouse manager from 2000 to 2012, was a scratch golfer, and industry 
visitors to our annual corporate golf day much enjoyed his company.  

Neil Mooring's successor, Paul Smith proved to be an excellent, professional Purchasing 
Director, and latterly an excellent Director of Operations. Paul, being a musician, has a 'hands 
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on' approach and, coupled with his experienced buying background has brought many 
benefits and fresh ideas to the Company and our portfolio of products. His assistant, Helen 
Byres had worked for Neil and proved a valuable aid. 

Executive Director for Sales and Marketing, Alan Smith, joined us as an Area Sales Manager 
in 2002 before being promoted in 2005. He developed our customer support services and our 
dealer relationships. Alan left our employment for new challenges in 2019.  

Other long-serving employees like Peter Rayner (who was our Financial Director and 
Company Secretary from 1985 to his retirement in 2012), George Bell (who succeeded Peter 
Rayner and retired himself in 2020). On George Bells retirement Craig Thomson was 
appointed Financial Director and Company Secretary. Simon Turnbull (Publicity Manager) and 
Mike Onza (Area Sales Manager who retired in 2019), have all seen the Company through its 
growth years with their dedicated work ethic and valued input. 

Very important in all trading companies are those people connected with sales, and particularly 
to those employees who operate externally.  

In my early days in the profession of selling, such employees were known as Commercial 
Travellers, and they then became known as Sales Representatives and finally, to give them 
even greater status in the job, as Area Sales Managers. 

Our Area Sales Managers who over the years have played their part in the Company’s 
successes are many, but all are to be thanked. Some are already mentioned elsewhere in 
these pages, but I am appreciative to them all. 

Many names come to mind including Roy Wingate, Reg Fox, Peter Watkins, Roy Strode, Les 
Miller, Paul Brown, Kevin Fleetwood, David Barnett, Barry Goodall, Eddie Stringer, Brian 
Middleditch, John Edgar, John Vose, Gordon Forsyth, John Burge, Karl Bates, Tim Eastwood, 
Matthew Fleming, David Law, Mike Onza, Brian Cleary, Stephen Clinkscale, Tony Flatt, 
Anthony Gunter, John Hanlon, Mark Hedge, Mark Whitrow, Tony Wilkins, Dave Pomeroy, 
Sean Kelly, Paul Newton, Alan Smith, Alex Harkins, Neville Raine, Stewart Mackay and Pete 
Gibson. 

Other very important employees that have, however, worked for us in business are the 
secretaries and PA’s that have personally aided me. Over the years since 1965, I have been 
fortunate to be supported by some excellent secretaries and PAs. In the early years, I had a 
young secretary called Susan Vaughan who later married a David Stockwell. Many years later 
their daughter Liza came to work for us in our Sales Office. Susan joined me from school, 
where she had learned shorthand, a valuable asset to me as a quick talking dictation giver. 
Most notably amongst them were Hilary Jones (nee Baker); Ann Stewart (1983 to 1985), Anne 
Thornton (1987 to 2006); and Carol Niesyty (2006 to 2016). 

It was a tragedy when Ann Stewart died from cancer at the early age of 38, and she was sadly 
missed as she was a very popular person with all our team. 

Anne Thornton left when she reached retirement age, but we still kept in touch with her and to 
keep active she works for a local charity shop. 

All John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd employees have been and still are important to the 
continued success of the company over the years and all make a valued contribution, but as 
we celebrated the Company’s Golden anniversary in 2015 I thought it would be appropriate 
and interesting to list all those who were with us at the time of our Silver anniversary in 1990: 

Those with the company for twenty-five years or more represented a loyal and very valuable 
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contribution to the Company so a thank you to the following is appropriate: 

George Bell 
Linda Brownridge 

Mark Dean 
Linda M Drumm 
Dennis J Drumm 

Chris Forster 

Karen Malcolm 
Mike Onza 

Peter Rayner 
Mark Rogers 
Nicola Rugg 

Simon Turnbull 

I need to give special recognition to Madge, my wife, who has supported me throughout and 
helped me to make the company the success it has become.  
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  Madge & I on our wedding day 
12th February 1955. Pictured (L 
to R) Best Man Charles (Chuck) 
Ward (USA Airforce), Me, 
Madge, Madge’s’ father Fred and 
bridesmaid, my sister Barbara. 
 

A very young Skewes' 
family at a fancy-dress 
event in 1966 (L to R) 
Karen, John, Madge & 
Linda 

David Ward who 
joined in 1968 as 
Director/Accountant. 
Pictured with Linda 
Skewes       

My first 'shop' a 
Vauxhall Estate car 



 

 

48 

 

The early 
offices and 
warehouses 

 

The early 
offices and 
warehouses 
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Below: JHS Rock 
Box launch (L to R) 
Neil Mooring, Declan 
McLoughlin & John 
Skewes 

 

Left: Grandson James Sweeting 
officially opening the new office block 
at Parkinson Approach on 26th August 
1992. 

Pictured (L to R): Back row: Steve 
Dowson and Neil Mooring, Peter 
Rayner, Dennis Drumm  

Front row: Madge Skewes, Linda 
Drumm, James Sweeting, Andrew 
Sweeting, John Skewes 

Left: Silver Jubilee 
Dinner held in 1990 
with the Lord Mayor 
of Leeds, John, 
Madge and Pat 
Howgill, President of 
AMII 
 

Above: The late Jack Charlton, former Leeds 
United and England International footballer 
and Republic of Ireland manager opened the 
conversion of the Old Garforth cinema into the 
first JHS office and warehousing facility in 
1968. 

Above: Star celebrity Joe Brown ‘cuts the 
tape’ at the official opening of the new 
Hornby Skewes phase 2 block, 9th June 
1974 



 

 

50 

 

   

Eko TIVOLI 18A Chord Organ & 
one of the JHS Family Organ 
Books 

Ivor Mairants shop front 

Front cover of the Leeds journal featuring 
the Lord Mayor and one of the most 
striking Hondo guitars from the 1983 
range 
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The 2002 advert for 
Encore guitars 
featuring 
grandsons Andrew 
Sweeting & Daniel 
Drumm 

Trev Wilkinson (centre) with a line-up of 'stars with reasonably priced guitars' from the 2012 JHS event 

Some of the many brands we worked with in 
our early years, and some of whom we still do 

The front cover of the first edition of 
the company’s Gear magazine in 1998 
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Chapter 5: Industry Relationships 
“The coolest thing about the music industry is that it's super collaborative and 

based on relationships and mutual respect.” - David Macklovitch 

The Company joined what was then the Association of Musical Instrument Industries in 1967. 
It has changed over the years from AMII to the Association of Music Industries (AMI) to what 
it is today, the Music Industries Association (MIA). 

I remember the dear, late Maurice Woolf (Rose-Morris/Marshall) saying, at the end of one 
Council Meeting in 1980 when we had finally voted to change AMII to AMI, that we were now 
like the then Israeli army chief, Moshe Dayan (who had suffered a head wound) - that we'd 
just lost 'an eye'. 

To digress slightly before I tell you how AMII became AMI, I remember a tale about Maurice 
Woolf (Rose-Morris/Marshall). Maurice had an identical twin brother, Willie. Maurice was 'out 
on the road' while Willie was an internal director for Rose-Morris' manufacturing and wholesale 
division. Maurice used to tell the amusing story of the time when he was poorly, and Willie 
stood in for him on a sales trip to their Northern customers. One evening that week Willie was 
having a drink at the bar of the hotel he was staying at when this charming lady said "Hello, 
how are you?" "Do I know you?" asked Willie. "Well I hope so...." she replied. " ... we had a 
few drinks together when last you stayed here." 

Another story was told by Derek Morris, brother of Roy. Like Roy and the Woolf brothers, 
Derek was also a director of Rose-Morris and a salesman on the road who covered Yorkshire 
as part of his territory. 

One day Derek called on this music shop in South Yorkshire to find the owner's wife very 
distressed. On asking what the matter was she told Derek that the day before she had just 
lost her husband. Derek sympathetically asked if he could do anything to assist and if not he 
would quietly go on his way, to which she said; "Oh, before you go Derek I need two dozen 
pairs of E drumsticks and six chromatic mouth organs and ...... ". Ah well! Business must go 
on. 

So, to go back to "How did AMII become AMI?" I will write as I recall the situation. 

At the time I joined the industry in 1960, there were three Associations representing the 
interests of different sectors. These were the AMII (Association of Musical Instrument 
Industries) representing the band instrument manufacturers, other musical product 
manufacturers, the importers and the distributors to the retail trade; the PMA (Piano 
Manufacturers Association) representing the UK makers; and the MTA (Music Trades 
Association) representing the retail sector of our industry. 

AMII was a relatively small Association and for many years the secretariat was in the hands 
of just one man. When our Company joined AMII the Secretary was Ted Natali who was 
followed by the very capable Douglas Michell who managed his work from his home address 
and in a part-time capacity. 

In 1985 the MTA became the MRA (Music Retailers Association) but the structure and purpose 
of this Association remained. 

The MTA/MRA organised the annual industry conference in which all sectors participated, and 
the conference was held over weekends at various venues. Madge and I recall going to 
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Scarborough, Bournemouth, Stratford on Avon, Llandudno, York, Cardiff and other towns and 
cities. These conferences were great social events with limited business sessions but with 
many opportunities to network and also the change to enjoy one afternoon participating in a 
golf tournament. The Secretary of the MTA/MRA was the very capable Arthur Spencer-Bolland 
who was highly respected by the retail sector. He held the post for a number of years. 

The AMII (known today as MIA) organised the annual summer trade show the BMF (British 
Music Fair) where the company members displayed their products to the retail trade. This 
annual event was held in August each year originally just at the Hotel Russell in London, but 
as the industry grew it expanded into adjacent hotels, and finally to locations such as Olympia 
and Earls Court in London, Birmingham and one year it was even held in Brighton. For many 
years (1971 to 1979) Michael Doughty of Stentor was the Chairman of the Exhibition 
Committee and virtually ran the show single-handed. 

The AMII also organised an annual dinner held in London at venues such as the Hilton Hotel’s 
Banqueting Suite. 

As the AMII Association memberships grew, so did the diversity of the companies who joined. 
Since 1966 the Association had raised funds to promote the playing of musical instruments 
and had formed a subcommittee, MIPA (Musical Instruments Promotional Association). The 
monies were raised from the income generated by selling the floor space to companies 
participating in the BMF. 

The Association management council voted in 1971 to raise further funds for the National 
Festival of Music for Youth (NFMY) by applying a levy on members’ annual turnover. At the 
time the company members selling electronic organs to the trade saw little benefit, in their 
opinion, in contributing money to an activity that concentrated on growing music-making in 
schools. In 1973 they formed EOD (the Electronic Organ Distributors) which was a division 
within AMII, but later in 1977 split from AMII to form EKODA (The Electronic Keyboard and 
Organ Distributors' Association). 

The MRA was becoming weaker and the Piano Manufacturers' Association likewise was not 
as strong as it used to be. 

Further, the secretariat of AMII advised the membership that if the British Music Industry 
wanted ‘clout’ with the government for funding and generally to raise the profile of music-
making, then one voice was better than a number of different ones. 

So AMII became AMI in 1980 and companies in all sectors of the industry including the retail 
sector were encouraged to join. 

From 2003 until he resigned in 2020, the Association secretariat had the benefit of Paul 
McManus leading the team, and under his stewardship, many benefits have been gained for 
all sectors. 

In the boom-growth years, the trade association organised exciting dealer shows in August at 
the Hotel Russell. On the Monday nights, a 'men-only', dinner-jacket dinner for nearly one 
thousand attendees was always held at the Hilton Hotel, Park Lane. Each year we engaged a 
fabulous entertainer. To name a few; Bob Monkhouse; Jimmy Edwards; Ted Ray; Dick Emery; 
Tommy Cooper, and the evenings were full of friendship and good cheer.  

The Secretary of AMII, Douglas Michell, spent the afternoon laying out the table place-name 
cards. The Hilton then allowed him a non-registered, courtesy room to change in before the 
dinner. Doug's bachelor son, Ian, always attended the evening event as his father's guest. 
After work in the city, he brought his evening suit to the Hilton using his father's room to also 
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change. Douglas revelled in recalling and telling the below story. 

One-year Ian Mitchell arrived at the Hilton reception desk and asked for his father "Mr Michell". 
The receptionist hunted for the name on the computer, found the name 'Mitchell' and directed 
Ian to a registered room. As he walked down the corridor from the lift to the room, he found 
not his father but a strange, nervous, middle-aged man in his dressing gown outside the room 
door. Ian went to enter. The man said, "Who are you?" Ian replied, "I'm Ian Michell, I'm joining 
my father in this room to change for dinner." "Your name's what?" said the man. "Ian Michell" 
replied Ian. "Oh my God." Said the man, in a tone of shock and relief, "My name's Mitchell. I 
had a call from reception to say that my son was on the way up - and I've got a lady-friend 
with me in the room." 

Ian subsequently found the actual courtesy room! 

After many years of holding annual trade shows in the Russell Square area of London, our 
trade association moved. It had outgrown the Hotel Russell, the Bloomsbury Centre Hotel and 
the Connaught Rooms - the latter being where the organ and piano manufacturers held their 
sector show. One venue we tried was in Brighton, but that was not a success. We moved the 
event to Olympia, then to Docklands and finally for many years to the NIA in Birmingham. In 
2008 the show moved to EXCEL in London Docklands. Some industry stalwarts of long-
standing still hankered after the cosy event it had been but, as our industry had expanded, so 
it had outgrown the smaller earlier hotel venues. 

From a personal viewpoint, I regret our industry no longer holds an annual trade-only event 
but at least as a company with our own June EVENT we were able over many subsequent 
years to exhibit, expose and demonstrate our products to our retail music trade customers. 
Our last John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd EVENT was held in 2015  

Annual industry get-togethers always remain important commercial dates in the calendar. 

Evenings are spent socialising. I recall hosting a party one evening in the 1990s and we met 
for pre-dinner drinks in the Russell Hotel, London lounge. A round table of ten persons. I asked 
the Irish waitress to take the individual orders.  When she came to me, I fancied a beer and 
asked of her, “Have you any keg?" Not hearing me correctly she replied in her Irish brogue, 
"We've fruit 'keg' and sponge 'keg '. Which would you like?" 

I heard an amusing story some years ago from Eddie Moores, the Bournemouth musical 
instrument dealer, who sadly died in 2020. Eddie was not a big customer at that time for Korg 
instruments, which were then distributed by Rose, Morris & Co, but Eddie received a telephone 
call from Peter Clarke, the then Managing Director of Rose, Morris & Co, to say he intended 
to visit Bournemouth. 

Eddie told his staff to gather together the few pieces of Korg that they stocked and make up 
the best possible window display and add some signage. 

Peter duly arrived at the music shop and Eddie took him outside to view the window display. 
It was nicely laid out with the limited stock - and had a large sign across the top of the window 
reading, 'We recommend KROG instruments'. 

I sat on our industry Council for nearly 40 years before retiring. I was honoured to be President 
of AMII in 1979-80 and my very loyal and hardworking Vice President was Michael Doughty 
of Stentor Music. He went on to serve as an excellent President in 1981-1982. 

Unlike some other major figures in our industry who 'knock' the 'collective', I am a strong 
supporter. 
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The Association raised substantial funds to promote music making and at one time a levy on 
the annual sales that companies achieved was raised to support music in education. 

To return to Trade Association matters, only very selfish companies look for personal gain or 
short- term rewards from a trade association. That's not what our industry trade association 
AMII is about. It's about looking after 'the whole' and growing and encouraging the playing of 
and the demand for a musical instrument - be they guitars, flutes, violins or pianos. 

Every company somewhere along the road gains benefit from industry activity. Those that 
don't get themselves involved for the general good of the trade but take just a selfish view 
relative to their own trade activity or sector, are, in my opinion, poorer for it. 

I know some major industry figures who have never sat on a trade association council yet 
have seen their companies benefit from AMII and MIA activities. They have lost something by 
not being involved but, worse still, the Council has lost their expertise and input. 

Some companies promote their image as the retailers' friend (by claiming to sell solely to the 
dedicated musical instrument sector) one major one - to my knowledge - has never had a 
representative on AMII or MIA councils during the past 40 years. 

As a company we have been prepared to give effort and time - at considerable personal cost 
- to serve the industry.  

One of my callings over many years was to sit on the council of the Music Trades Benevolent 
Society (MTBS), which served its purpose and was wound up on the 9th December 1999. 

This organisation had been founded in the last century to support mainly people retired from 
the industry, or their dependents, who had hit hard times. 

Unlike today there was no government support available then! 

At the time I became involved in the 1970s, beneficiary numbers were declining and most of 
the recipients were widows in their late years, dependents of those who had worked in the 
piano industry many before or after the First World War. 

New applicants were however always given consideration, and board members such as I were 
often asked to visit them and report back if the information provided by the person asking for 
assistance appeared to be questionable. 

I was requested to visit this applicant who lived in a North Yorkshire village, claimed to have 
worked for a piano manufacturer, then become a professional pianist, had hit hard times and 
was now looking for some financial support. 

I arrived at this very attractive and well-kept cottage, introduced myself and was asked in. 

The gentleman appeared middle aged and in good physical shape. 

I asked him to tell me about himself his industry background and his financial situation, and it 
became quite clear he was, as you might say, “putting it on” 

I had virtually made my decision that this person was not in need, and was in fact a confidence 
trickster, and this was definitely confirmed when the applicants wife came into the sitting room 
accompanied by a large Alsatian and a dog plate filled with about two pounds of fine looking 
steak! 
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Apart from my own contribution to MIA, after my resignation from the MIA Board of Directors 
our Managing Director, Dennis Drumm, sat on the MIA Council attending many meetings in 
London. We also had our then Technical Manager, Kevin Aston regularly researching, writing 
about and attending to matters of a technical nature. For many years’ daughter Linda and after 
her, Paul Clifford (our then Credit Manager) undertook administrative tasks and travelled to 
London once a month, at our Company expense, to Chair meetings of MIA Credit Ltd. From 
our Credit Control Department, Caroline Walker also attended. 

The MIA Credit Council came about due to concern by Association member companies that a 
number of retailers were becoming insolvent without such being general knowledge in the 
industry. Dennis Gillard of Boosey & Hawkes suggested to Council in the late 1970's that a 
subcommittee be formed where the Credit Controllers of Member companies could meet 
monthly to exchange facts and figures regarding those retailers whose credit status was 
causing concern. 

During 1981/1982 my Co-Director and daughter Linda - who at the time was our own 
Company's Credit Controller - held the office as the Chair of this subcommittee and she 
subsequently became its Secretary. In 1990, following legal advice, MIA Credit Ltd was formed 
so that the manner in which the data was collected and collated, and the way matters were 
discussed in committees, conformed to legal requirements. 

Over the years we have been able to provide to MIA, and other Music Industry organisations, 
our own Company Boardroom for use as a venue for meetings that needed to be held in the 
North of England. 

When I was President of AMII I once arranged for a council meeting to be held in the 
Boardroom, and council members travelled to Leeds from London, Milton Keynes and other 
localities. Bob Wilson of Sound Technology plc flew his own aeroplane up from Hertfordshire 
to the local air strip at Sherburn-In-Elmet. It was a laugh when he finally arrived at our premises 
late for the meeting and told us it had taken him an hour to fly up and an hour and a half to get 
a taxi from Sherburn to Garforth. 

In the 'Thatcher days', Spencer Batiste was MP for the Elmet Constituency in which Garforth 
is located. Spencer kindly agreed to act, for a very reasonable fee, as the parliamentary 
consultant to AMII. He once arranged a lunch at the House of Commons attended by 
representatives from our trade, teacher trade unions and other organisations and associations 
connected to our sphere of activity. After the main course I was surprised to see condiment 
and cutlery items quickly being removed. I queried this with the waitress serving us to be told 
"Oh, we lose a lot of House of Commons engraved salt cellars otherwise". Through Spencer 
the Association managed to obtain Questions in the House, but no plain brown envelopes 
passed hands - I promise you. 

It has also been my pleasure to know two other area constituency MP’s Colin Burgeon and 
Alec Shelbrooke. 

One year, Colin kindly invited Madge and myself for lunch in the Houses of Parliament. 

As we entered the dining area, in a broad Yorkshire accent, he asked for a table and then in 
the same idiom, introduced us as his local area constituents and broadly asked for the menu. 
His mobile phone then rang, and much to our amusement he answered in quite a posh voice 
“Colin Burgeon here”! 

Apart from MPs I have also been privileged of meeting with two Prime Ministers, Edward Heath 
and David Cameron and, though I have never met Tony Blair, the company treasures a 
photograph of him playing an Encore guitar. 
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Madge and I met Edward Heath when he attended and visited our exhibition booth at the 1979 
Live Music Show. 

Alec Shelbrooke, working in conjunction with Dennis Drumm, was responsible for David 
Cameron’s visit to the company premises during the Prime Minister’s 2015 election campaign 
trail. Alec also arranged for Matthew Hancock, who at the time was Minister of State for 
Business, Enterprise and Energy, to pay the company a call. 

Businesses need to keep connected with politicians to promote and expand their sector and 
encourage music tuition in schools and the playing of instruments. This has always been one 
of my prime aims. 

The worldwide musical instrument industry has many interesting and successful people, and 
one of them that stands out in my estimation, is Robert (Bob) Allan Wilson late of Sound 
Technology PLC a company that he founded and retired from in 2018. 

Madge and I were honoured and privileged to be invited as guests to join his retirement party 
event. Bob was a wonderful supporter of charities connected to our trade, and a very active 
member of industry associations both in the U.K. and the USA. He well deserved being 
awarded the MBE for his charitable work in 2016. 

However, despite all his trade activities, I mention him here in my memoirs, because of his 
kindness to all who knew him, but particularly for his kindness to me. 

It was Bob who was responsible for suggesting and implementing my NAMM connected 
Lifetime Achievement Award in 2015 (which we will come onto in the next chapter). 

He has also been, together with our joint friend Gavin Mortimer (PRS guitars), a good 
companion on golf courses on a number of occasions. 

I recall one supplier with whom our relationship was long and fruitful to the company turnover. 

It was also at times turbulent and despite substantial sales, not always very profitable. Music 
and Sales is a German company producing Guitar Amplification and Pro Audio equipment. 
Music and Sales will likely mean nothing to the reader, but I am sure HK Audio and Hughes 
and Kettner will, for these are the brands they make. 

We were the early U.K. distributor of both lines but, after a number of years, and at the 
instigation of the German firm, we handed over to UK distributor Korg the guitar related product 
but retained HK Audio products until  our company decided to relinquish them in 2000 

In the early days we and the maker organised a trip to the German factory in St. Wendel, 
where the owners Lother and Hans Stamer and were wonderful hosts. 

Neville Raine was our long-term Sales Manager for HK Audio products and he successfully 
achieved exposure for them on one of the Glastonbury performance stages and also, amongst 
other customer venues, he sold the products for installation to the Leeds Royal Armouries.  
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Chapter 6: Accolades and Auspices 
“I'm not one who's big on accolades and all those things. I did my job and I'm 

proud of what I did and how I did it.” - Troy Brown 

Having sat on Council for so many years it was, in 2003, a pleasure to receive from our national 
trade association an award in recognition of over 25 years’ MIA service. Even that was 
surpassed when in 2005 to my surprise, delight and pride, MIA honoured me with their highest 
accolade, the Lifetime Achievement Award. When I responded, at the presentation, I said that 
though the award was in my name I accepted it on behalf of John Hornby Skewes and Co Ltd 
as my being there would not have been possible without the support given to me over many 
years by our dedicated and loyal employees. 

Having received the foregoing awards, I certainly did not expect any further recognition. It was 
therefore a complete surprise and a great honour when in 2015 I was awarded a NAMM 
sponsored Lifetime Achievement Award. 

The company had for many years been a member of NAMM (National Association Music 
Merchants), the USA based musical instrument trade association. We had also exhibited at 
many NAMM organised events, as mentioned in Chapter 3 of these memoirs. 

Bob Wilson, as mentioned in Chapter 5, was a Board Member of NAMM from 2008-2011, and 
no doubt involved in putting forward my name for the 2015 award which was presented to me 
at the MIA (in partnership with NAMM) Industry awards dinner, held in London. 

Over the years John Hornby Skewes and Co Ltd has been fortunate to receive many industry 
awards. These have been presented to us by product suppliers, trade associations, 
magazines and customers. 

In year 2000, and again in 2002, the retail sector of MIA voted us the 'Overall Best General 
Supplier', and in years 1997 and 2002 we were the Company that received the MIA Award for 
'Best Catalogue and Point of Sale Material'. 

Many of the products we distribute have been recognised by associations such as AMII, MIA, 
MRA and BSIS as leaders in their various categories, and we have numerous plaques 
displayed in our premises showing many instruments and accessories that have reached this 
level of achievement. 

In 2009 we received a prestigious Licensing Award for our range of 'SpongeBob SquarePants 
Real Musical Instruments'. 

On the publicity front, over a number of years magazines such as 'Guitarist', 'Making Music', 
'International Musician' and 'Guitar & Bass' magazine, have all chosen numerous of our own 
brands for awards, these include Fret-King, Vintage, Santos Martinez, Odyssey and Encore. 

We have also won supplier awards from Hughes & Kettner, HK Audio, Shubb, Evets, Ovation, 
Manuel Rodriguez, Kustom and others. 

For our support of music making, we have been recognised by organisations including 'The 
Classical Guitar Festival of Great Britain' and 'The National Festival of Music for Youth'. 

In our reception area, we are proud to give prominence to and display the honours presented 
to us over our many years in business. 
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For a considerable number of years, I sat on the Board of Management of the Music Trades 
Benevolent Society. We organised and ran the Grand Christmas Charity Draw for the Society 
many years, and my then secretary - Ann Stewart, who sadly died of cancer at an early age - 
was the driving force behind that and other activities in the early 1980s. She even arranged 
for the Lord Mayor of Leeds to visit the Company in 1983, and a photograph of the Lord Mayor 
- Councillor Martin Dodgson - outside our showroom with the Leeds City Council Rolls Royce 
and holding a guitar, appeared on the front cover of the December issue of The Leeds Journal. 

I believe that sponsorships are an important part of a company's promotional activities, and 
we have entered into many agreements over the years. 

We sponsored Garforth Town Football Club in 1990, and a picture of the team members, each 
with a guitar, appeared on the front page of the Yorkshire Evening Post on Thursday 23 August 
1990. 

Through the industry trade association, the Association of Musical Instrument Industries (AMII) 
- as it then was - we were initial supporters of the Festival of Music for Youth. This festival was 
founded in 1971 by Larry Westland, who went on through his organisation, Westland 
Associates, to launch The Schools Proms held annually at The Royal Albert Hall. 

Larry was a worthy recipient of his CBE in December 1989, as he did so much for school’s 
music. In 1985 Larry asked me if we would sponsor a Schools Prom North, to be held in Leeds. 
We co- operated willingly and hundreds of children from our area participated in an exciting 
event at Leeds Town Hall. 

In 2005, during a conversation with Larry, I learned that two major sponsors namely the Halifax 
Building Society and the Norwich Union Insurance Group were to end their long-established 
sponsorship arrangements with The Festival of Music for Youth. So, I proposed John Hornby 
Skewes and Co Ltd become sponsors for the years 2006, 2007 and 2008, and I committed a 
Company donation of £100,000 to cover this period. 

Each year The Festival of Music for Youth held a nationwide series of festivals and concerts 
culminating in the Schools Prom at the Albert Hall in November. 

In 2007, Larry offered our Company use of the Royal Box for The Last Night of the School 
Proms and we enjoyed the company of Larry himself, together with other guests including the 
famous guitarist Bert Weedon and Richard Desmond the then owner of Express Newspapers. 

Many of us can claim we have sat on the 'Royal Throne' (the toilet) that was attached to the 
hospitality room behind the Royal Box. 

The mentioning of Larry and his CBE has reminded me of my own ‘Royal’ story. You may be 
aware that Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II annually holds receptions at Buckingham Palace 
for a broad range of people from all walks of life, all of whom have made a positive impact in 
their community. 

In 1989 she held one to honour British music making and those associated with the art and 
the industry. 

That year Madge and I totally unaware of the upcoming event, or any possible involvement, 
had planned a very exotic and expensive holiday to Barbados. 

Madge was at home one morning, and I was away, when Peter Rayner ,our Company 
Secretary, came rushing from the company premises to our home with this private and 
personally addressed envelope showing on the outside the insignia of Buckingham Palace . 
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Yes, due to my longstanding service to our industry through my work for our trade association, 
I had received a personal invitation to the event. 

The problem was we had just made the day before a substantial non-refundable, final payment 
to the travel agent for our holiday, and the dates clashed. 

What a misfortune. I with regret had to decline the invitation, but my good friend Michael 
Doughty the owner of Stentor Music , my Vice President at the time who then followed me as 
President of the trade association  AMII, was able to accept and represent our industry. 

Michael remembers meeting and speaking to Petula Clarke and Shirley Bassey! Very much a 
matter of looking Down Town to find Diamonds Are For Ever!  

My years working with the trade associations and having profited directly from music trade 
business for over 50 years made it possible to be able to offer sponsorship support to various 
foundations, which I am proud to say is one of my greatest achievements, because I believe 
that encouraging more and more children to participate in music making is the future of our 
industry.  

In 2006 we also agreed to offer a major prize to the Awards for Young Musicians (AYM) a 
national organisation aimed at encouraging youngsters to play. 

In the late 1970s we founded The Hornby Skewes Music Studentship Awards to encourage 
local musical talent, and a number of young children benefited from the prizes they received 
to help with their on-going music studies. Unfortunately, this scheme was short-lived and was 
disbanded in the mid-1980s. 

In 1979 we had fun in sponsoring the Radio Leeds 'One-Man Band' competition, and it was 
quite amazing to see the number of instruments the competitors were able to hang around 
their bodies. 

For many years we sponsored the International Classical Guitar Festival which was directed 
by Barry Mason of The Spanish Guitar Centre up to and including the 10th festival in 2001. 
This was held annually at West Dean College in Chichester, where it continued under the 
direction of Andrew Gough. 

More locally, for three years we sponsored the Kirklees National Guitar Orchestra Competition 
held at Dewsbury Town Hall, West Yorkshire.  

Two organisations we were also involved with for a number of years were the Registry of 
Guitar Tutors, where an Ovation Guitar Award was held annually, and The Guitar Institute (a 
part of the London Thames Valley University), where the annual Ovation Vocational Award 
took place. We were the UK distributor of Ovation instruments in the period 1996 to 2008. 

Over the years we have also given assistance with the National Rock and Pop Festival and 
the Bath Guitar Festival. 

Between 1998 and 2000 we were major sponsors of 'Bright Young Things', one of the top 
showcase platforms for young bands in the UK. John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd donated 
thousands of pounds worth of musical instruments. The 2000 winners, Insense, subsequently 
renamed The Music, went on to international success. Our other sponsorship activities have 
included Awards for Young Musicians. We continued encouraging music making through our 
memberships of The Schools Music Association and The European S T A. 

From 2011 we were the main sponsors of the Northern Guitar Shows organised by Peter and 
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Gail Roarty. These events were held in various venues in Haydock, Houghton-Le-Spring, 
Liverpool, Manchester, Middlesbrough, Newcastle and Pudsey. Each year our then Artiste 
Liaison Manager, Gavin Coulson, attended and performed using products from our leading 
brands. Fret-King, Vintage, Hughes & Kettner and Fishman. We have also provided Vintage 
electric guitars as show prizes. 

We have also in the past supported The Mojo Guitar Shows. These were organised by Ken 
Dixon and his wife Faith, and held at various venues such as Crewe, Penrith, Rossendale, 
Shawbanks, Skipton and Thirsk. 

In more recent years we have also provided an annual Fret-King/Vintage award for Guitar 
Playing Excellence to LIPA (the Liverpool Institute of Performing Arts), managed by its CEO 
Mark Featherstone-Witty OBE. The institute is more often referred to as the 'Sir Paul 
McCartney institute' as the famous artist is the Lead Patron. 

One of my grandsons, Daniel Drumm, attended the institute, and I am proud to have a 
photograph of him in his mortar board and gown shaking hands with Sir Paul at his graduation 
ceremony. 

In 2012 we provided Vintage guitar prizes for each regional heat of the 'Live and Unsigned' 
competition, and also major product prizes to the overall winners who were CoCo and The 
Butterfields. 

In 2014 the City of London Festival (COLF) organised a festival entitled 'Rock the Boat Street 
Guitars' from 1-17 July. Brightly coloured, upturned rowing boats were dotted around the 
square mile of the City, each fitted out with one of our Pilgrim acoustic guitars, and passers-
by were encouraged to seat themselves within the canopies of the boats and strum away to 
their hearts content. This surely must be one of the most unusual ways for people to make 
spontaneous music for fun. 

For many years until 2007 our sister-Company, Ivor Mairants Musicentre in London's West 
End, annually sponsored, The Worshipful Company of Musicians Ivor Mairants Guitar 
Competition. 
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Chapter 7: Still a Rep at Heart 
Gary Cooper is a highly respected freelance author and journalist of long standing who 
specialises in all aspects of the musical instrument and pro audio industries both in the UK 
and abroad. 

In the Autumn of 2002, he approached me with the request to write an article on our company 
for the then music trade magazine MI PRO. His interview with me appeared in the January 
2003 issue of that publication. 

As the copyright owner Gary has kindly granted me his kind permission to reproduce the article 
in its entirety as follows in these memoirs and I thank him for allowing this. 

There's no real contest when it comes to naming the UK's No1 general distributor. John 
Hornby Skewes & Co has made a speciality, and a spectacular success of it. Gary Cooper 
interviews the man himself. 

Hands up all the MI retailer’s reading this who have an account with John Hornby Skewes & 
Co Ltd. Ok, that's going to take our tellers a while, so let’s try this the other way. Hands up all 
those MI retailers who haven't. Right. well, you six or seven can leave the room, while we get 
on with the subject of this month's interview, Mr John Skewes himself.  

While I'm willing to admit to a little stretching of reality, it's hard to argue that JHS isn't our 
industry's single most important general distributor. I start by suggesting this to Mr Skewes 
when we spoke recently, but he is wary of such comparisons, very modestly pointing to the 
greater size of the likes of Yamaha and Arbiter. Estimable outfit they may be, but what really 
sets JHS aside is the sheer breadth and depth of what the company does. Just take a look at 
a JHS catalogue and I challenge you to find something that the average music shop needs 
that it can't sell you - from tambourines to pro audio gear. 

How you get that big is an interesting question - particularly in an age when businessmen have 
the word 'specialize' stencilled on their foreheads at college. But perhaps that is the point. 
John Skewes is very far from the trendy MBA-clad business guru, combining, as he does, 
high-tensile competitive strength with a reassuringly old-fashioned attitude to business basics. 
A winning combination? Undoubtedly. Rumours are circulating in this industry about so-and-
so being in deep financial mire and not being long for this (commercial) world. But you never 
hear such a rumour about JHS. 

And it’s not just financial success, either. JHS won this year’s MIA supplier service award, and, 
clearly, that matters a lot to Mr Skewes and he is, justifiably, proud of it. But I’m a journalist, 
easily impressed by simple concepts such as size, so I home in on that point, asking just how 
big a company JHS is. 

‘Well, I wouldn’t say we’re the biggest as such, but we’re probably the biggest general 
distributor of musical merchandise,’ he says. Which inevitably leads to the question of how big 
that is. As Mr Skewes points out, he has traditionally been reluctant to quote the company’s 
turnover figures and because the disclosure of such figures isn’t mandatory in the UK, this has 
always been veiled.   

However, the company has given a figure to US trade publications so he says, with a laugh, 
‘I suppose we might as week disclose it in the UK now. It was £13m last year.’ Which I’m sure 
readers will agree, is very far from small potatoes. In fact it is a hell of an achievement for a 
company built by one man, a former Honer rep who started out on his own in 1965. 
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As a purely personal observation, I am sometimes surprised at how few sales reps some 
companies in this industry maintain, given the volume of their trade. Either it suggests their 
reps are working like Trojans or, more likely, that they don’t very often get to visit individual 
dealers. This, in Mr Skewes’s book, simply won’t do. And the way he phrases his response, 
when I suggest that having ten reps on the road seems a lot, explains quite a bit about why 
the company won that MIA award. 

‘We have nine general area sales managers on the road. One in Ireland, one in Scotland, one 
in Wales and the other six in various parts of the England: one in Kent, one in Bournemouth, 
one in Chesterfield, one in Norwich, one in Yorkshire and one in Lancashire. In addition to 
that, we have a pro audio product manager, whose main responsibility is to promote and sell 
HK Audio to the pro audio sector and give assistance to our area sales managers in the retail 
music sector. Our policy, as a company, is that if somebody in a retail store has an account 
with us, then he is entitled to a visit. Now all the major accounts get visited once every five or 
six weeks but even the smallest accounts are entitled to a visit at least twice a year. And there 
is a massive number of music stores out there – don’t forget the disco stores, where we sell a 
lot of radio mics and stands, products like that, they must be visited too.’ 

Signs from the trade suggest that 2002 was a very mixed year – some doing well, others 
struggling. How has JHS been faring and, even more interestingly, how does Mr Skewes think 
the industry in general is doing? ‘The feedback is that it’s pretty good and certainly we’re 
having a very good year.’ 

Paying attention to small details is one of the keys to success, they say, and it is clearly a 
belief of the JHS management team. They demand weekly reports from their area sales 
managers – and detailed ones at that. ‘Each report has different sections to answer,’ says Mr 
Skewes. ‘The questions include: What’s the state of the trade? What is happening with our 
competitors? Which of our products are selling and which of our competitors’? From that we 
can glean not just sales statistics but a feel for how the market is performing and in what 
direction demand is focusing.’ No doubt this is common practice among distributors, but you 
get the sense that at JHS this detail is poured over and has been for many years. 

So what signs are they reading? Is it true that, as we keep being told, guitar sales are up 
again? ‘I think they are, yes. But with us having such a broadly based product range, we get 
the benefits from sectors that some of our competitors aren’t in. For example, our education 
business is doing very well. We don’t sell directly to schools, we sell to retailers who sell on to 
the schools, but we do know that demand from the educational sector is quite high for products 
such as violins, brass and woodwind, and percussion instruments.’ 

Mr Skewes attributes the cause of this directly to the Government – and he is, as you would 
expect, very approving. ‘There’s no doubt the message has got over to the educationalists 
that music is a very important part of the curriculum and that has stimulated demand.’ While 
some people are pessimistic about the state of the MI industry in the face of much-vaunted 
competition for people’s leisure time, Mr Skewes is quite the opposite. ‘If you ask people in 
their 40s and 50s if they play an instrument, invariably they’ll say, “No, but my son and 
daughter do.” This is what gives me great optimism for the future. There are many, many more 
young people who take up a musical instrument these days. My grandson, James, started at 
Nottingham University in September and he rang me up and told me there were seven guys 
he had just met there who had Encore guitars.  It’s tremendous! All right, they’ll probably not 
even become semi-pros, but the point is that the younger generation is buying more musical 
instruments, so I’m very optimistic. And the products are so much better today, too, while the 
prices have not gone up. Look what you have to pay for a guitar today compared with even 
15 years ago. And despite the lower prices, the quality has improved unbelievably.’ 

JHS has always had a lot of strength in its guitar products, but is less well known for keyboards. 
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Had that area never appealed to him? ‘We used to be very big in keyboards many years ago 
– but that was when the Italians were strong in this area. But in the early 1980s, the Japanese 
overtook European technology and a lot of the Italian keyboard manufacturers simply went 
out of business. We were very big distributors of those products at that time, though, with 
brands such as Crumar, Logan String Melody and Eko organs, but within two or three years 
we’d lost all that business to the Yamahas and Technics, the Rolands and the Casios. We’ve 
never re-entered that market because all these major brands tend to be distributed by their 
own specialist UK companies and I don’t think there’s a lot of demand outside the specialist 
keyboard market for other product lines. For some reason, keyboards haven’t been lines that 
have been available to general distributors like ourselves.’ 

Which shouldn’t be taken to imply that JHS is institutionally technophobic. HK Audio is going 
great guns for the company and in many respects is quite as technically demanding as a 
keyboard line. ‘It has been highly successful,’ says Mr Skewes. ‘There’s no doubt that HK is a 
very professional company, doing a lot of research. It’s an excellent product, the company that 
makes it is very dedicated and it is a major agency for us.’ 

So can he see JHS moving further into the pro audio market? After all, many who straddle the 
two camps will tell you that there is far more money in pro audio. Does the carrot look tempting, 
beyond HK? ‘Well, if we had the right product, yes. But we wouldn’t want anything that conflicts 
with HK Audio and there’s plenty of work out there for our pro audio manager to get his teeth 
into. Particularly now that HK Audio has gone into an installation line this year, which is 
something we are already making inroads into. But HK Audio covers so many areas now it 
could be hard not to clash and we wouldn’t do that. However, our own Scanner brand of radio 
microphones is starting to move into that area, too. They are made by a top company in Taiwan 
that manufactures for some of the biggest names in the industry, so though we may not have 
a major brand name there, we have an excellent product, and we have been able to move it 
up market. Scanner radio systems are primarily budget products, but we are selling thousands 
into a wide range of markets now, including disco and PA hire.’ 

Sticking with Hughes and Kettner, I don’t suppose I am alone in not having understood the 
split between Hughes and Kettner, the German backline amplification range and HK Audio, 
the pro audio line. JHS fought like tigers to establish Hughes and Kettner in this country, but 
in the end JHS lost the line. However, it held onto HK Audio, which is made by the same 
company. Why, I asked, had that come about? 

‘You’re always sad when you lose a line. But Hughes & Kettner thought that we could have 
done better. It is very hard to sell a range of guitar amplification against all the British and other 
manufacturers and they thought someone else could do a better job, which is why they went 
to Korg, and after Korg, went to Sound Technology, and have now gone to Sennheiser. But 
the guitar amplification market is a hard egg to crack – though it is an excellent product – as 
they have now found out with other distributors.’ 

Surely this must have made for an uncomfortable relationship – losing the backline account 
while retaining the PA side (which, let it be said, has been a considerable success for JHS)? 
‘There was a bit of bad feeling at the time, because we thought we were doing all we could for 
the product. They thought somebody else could do better and they subsequently found out 
that wasn’t the case. But we developed the other sector very well and I think HK has found 
that it is actually easier to break into pro audio than it is to break into guitar amplification. Look 
at Kaman, when they bought Trace Elliot. They thought that they could start a distribution 
company on the back of that, but it doesn’t work like that. Just because you have a lot of 
money behind you, even if you have a good product range, doesn’t mean that you can walk 
into the music shops and expect them to deal with you. It takes a long time to build connections 
with the dealers and be recognized and accepted by them.’ 
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Which, inevitably, leads to the question of the non-musical multiples and our December issue’s 
interview with Bruce Perrin, boss of Barnes and Mullins, who has taken a very strong stand 
on the subject of supplying products to the likes of Tesco. Having read Mr Perrin’s words, John 
Skewes isn’t best pleased. ‘It frustrates me when I read inaccurate comments made by Bruce 
Perrin regarding Tesco and our relationship with them. Contrary to what he says in his 
December MI Pro Interview, you cannot go into a Tesco store and buy a guitar, because Tesco 
does not sell guitars. He’s well aware of this but he attempts to be controversial and 
mischievous.  

‘The facts are that Grattan, the mail order people, who’ve included guitars in their catalogue 
since the 1960s, a couple of years ago went into partnership with Tesco to form an on line 
catalogue. The company is completely separate from Tesco stores. It is a catalogue of 
thousands of products, including musical instruments, from different suppliers and no more 
different in its basic operation than any of the printed mail order catalogues.’ 

He is also adamant that encouraging young people to play is a good thing full stop – and that 
selling beginners’ products through catalogues is a traditional and effective way of 
encouraging more people into music. He points to the frequency with which interview subjects 
in magazines such as Guitarist recall how a relative bought them their fist guitar from a 
catalogue and makes a particularly interesting point about why people might buy from that 
source and never even consider a music shop. ‘Often the parents aren’t musicians 
themselves, so they wouldn’t think of going into a music shop to buy something. They’d tend 
to go to a mass merchandising shop in the high street and buy that way.’ 

Moving on, how does John Skewes see the role of the retailer in the future? As the chains 
seem to expand and life gets tougher for the smaller dealer, does he think the latter can 
survive? ‘I don’t agree with those who say the small retailer is finished,’ he says. ‘In my opinion 
there will always be a retail musical instrument industry with the retailer working in the high 
street for the benefit of the community, doing the business that needs to be done to sell musical 
instruments. How big or small that particular retailer becomes is often dependant on how he 
approaches the opportunities that exist, of course. Some want to be big and some want to be 
small – that’s up to them. You only have to look at the Sound Controls, the Rimmers, the 
Academy of Sounds, the Dawsons, Fox’s and Williams, the PMTs, to see that there is the 
opportunity to get out there and grow. It’s up to the individual retailer to decide where he wants 
to be.’ 

If retailers have a future in his opinion, what about distributors? There are those who argue 
that we are moving towards the era of pan-European distribution, while others have 
prophesied that the internet will change everything, including product distribution. Will 
businesses like his survive? ‘Well, in respect to Europe, we’ve put our toe in the water by 
becoming 50/50 owners of a Dutch distribution company – only a small one – Omega Music, 
which we bought into last year. But there again, there is a lot of nationalistic feeling what still 
exists in Europe and really, though there’s no doubt that companies such as EMD have 
managed to break into the UK and taken some market share, the British still like to deal with 
the British and the Germans like to deal with the Germans and the French, in particular, like 
to deal with the French, so it’s not easy to break in and become an overall distributor. Even 
the American companies appoint different distributors for different European countries and I 
know they look at it from the point of view that they would rather have a German distributor 
handle Germany and so on. If you look at it, even Yamaha and Roland still have their individual 
companies within the different European nations. So yes, I definitely think there’s a continuing 
role for distributors.’ 

It’s discussing this general strategy that Mr Skewes feels most comfortable with these days. 
Confounding the old adages about self-made men who can never let go, he is very consciously 
relaxing the reins, taking time to enjoy life in general (and golf, in particular), while his son-in-
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law, Dennis Drumm, and his management team take day to day charge of the business, 
leaving him free to keep a watchful eye over strategy. ‘I’m still chairman and managing director 
but I’m taking a back seat in the company. It’s still a family business and I have no intention of 
selling it. I’ve a very good son-in-law in Dennis, who’s quite capable of taking over from me 
when I decide to hang up my boots and he’s doing a lot of the day to day decision making in 
conjunction with Peter Rayner our company secretary, Paul Smith, our purchasing manager 
and the other directors of the company. I’m spending more time on holiday, taking more time 
out of the office. I like to keep in touch with what’s going on, but I’m not dealing with the day 
to day matters like I used to.’ 

Is he finding that easy to do? 

‘I’m finding that very easy,’ he laughs. ‘It’s nice to be able to do what I want without having to 
be here every minute of the day. I just get a daily fax which might have three or four questions 
that need my opinion. We are very well departmentalized now, with a very good team of 
people. As a team we work very well together and I’ve got trust and faith in these guys and 
girls to run it. I just keep an overview these days and I’m here if they want me to make 
decisions.  

‘I could have sold my company years ago but I decided not to. I remember Michael Hunka, 
who used to own Rosetti. He sold out to EMI and within a few months he realized he could 
have sold out a bit later for a lot more money and a few years later he was kicking himself that 
he hadn’t held on. I’d never like my grandchildren to say, “Why did Grandpa ever sell his 
business – he didn’t need to?” So my attitude is let the next generation and the generation 
after inherit the business. If they make a mess of it, well, I won’t be here to see it, but I’ll have 
left a company in really good shape for the next generation to run and that’s important to me. 

‘I’ve got all the money I need to do the things I want to do. I don’t want an aeroplane or a big 
yacht and despite the fact that I run my Rolls Royce on the company I have pretty modest 
tastes – I’ll take my Rolls Royce to get fish and chips from the local shop when I want them. 
I’m still a sales rep if you like. I still think like a sales rep, I don’t think about all this money 
because I don’t spend like that. I like to invest in the company and hold good stock levels so 
that we service the industry well. I know that on paper I have a very successful company that 
has been built from when I started it with £200.’ 

No doubt the traditional business virtue of not living high on the hog at the expense of the 
service has served Mr Skewes well, but his business has survived and prospered while so 
many have come and gone. What is it that drove him, I ask? 

‘Fear of failure. I remember when I started my business, overhearing someone down at the 
Hotel Russell during the trade show saying, “I hear John Skewes has started out on his own. 
I wouldn’t give him very long.” Well, if you do something in life, you don’t want to fail at it and 
I wouldn’t have liked the embarrassment of having to go back and be a sales rep. But if you’re 
not going to fail at it, you’ve got to work so bloody hard. You’ve got to plough all your money 
back into your company and it’s that fear of failure that enables you to do the things that help 
you succeed and grow the company. 

‘Some people don’t do that. Some people have no fear of failure at all – they don’t give a toss 
whether they succeed or fail, thinking they can just start up again tomorrow if they wish. Some 
people say that if their creditors lose a lot of money, then it’s their fault for having lent it to 
them in the first place. But I don’t look at things like that.’ 

Meanwhile, the company is still expanding, and the profits are still being re-invested. ‘We’re 
just putting on another 8,000 sq ft of warehousing which, with the mezzanine floor that is 
included, means we will have another 14,500 sq ft. I’m very lucky here, having a four acre site 
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that’s owned by JHS Warehousing & Distribution Limited.’ 

Could someone do it again? Is it still possible for someone giving up life as a rep today, to 
have a distribution business as large as his in 25 years time? Or has the world changed? 

‘It could be done today, there’s no doubt, but it’s always easier when you’re on the bottom 
rung of a ladder that isn’t very high to begin with. When I went to school, for example, music 
was an out of school activity. If you played the guitar you were a sissy, but today you’re a sissy 
if you don’t play the guitar: so we owe a hell of a lot to Elvis and the Beatles – well I certainly 
do! But it’s inevitable that if you get in early, you’ll generally do better than somebody who 
starts later. You can come in later, as Richard Branson proved with his airline business, but if 
you do, you’ve got to be very talented. I got in on the ground floor of an industry that was 
growing and by ploughing all my money back in I’ve managed to grow.’ 

So there you have it. Like all successful formulae it is blindingly simple. But few, very few, 
manage to put it into such successful practice as John Hornby Skewes.   
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Left: Our sponsorship of the ‘Bright 
Young Things’ band contest in 2000. 
The Winners Insense collecting their 
prizes from Radio One’s Bruno Brooks 
and JHS’ Simon Turnbull 

The cover of the MI Pro magazine from 
2003 in which Chapter 7: Still a Rep at 
Heart is featured.  

Left: Receiving the Lifetime Achievement 
Award from the Music Industries 
Association in 2005. 

Above: Being presented with the Music Teacher 
Magazines Editor’s Choice Award for services to 
the music education sector over 50 years 

Prime Minister David Cameron visits JHS on his 2015 
Election Campaign trail. Linda & Dennis Drumm, 
David Cameron (PM), Alec Shelbrooke (MP) and 
Madge & John Skewes  
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My dingy ‘Peter’ which I used 
to sail around St Thomas Bay, 
Malta. 

Our Malta flat 
balcony. Madge and I 
with my Uncle Cyril 
Skewes (my father’s 
half-brother) and his 
wife Marie  

My certificate for travelling on 
Concord in 1979 
 

The view from our 
Malta flat balcony 
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Golf: My favourite past 
time when not in the 
office 

Right: (L to R): John 
Skewes, Bill Giles, Ken 
Findlater and John Hanson 
participate in a Portuguese 
Pro-Am 

Pictured left: Playing 
in Dubai at the Jebel 
Ali Hotel course 

Back Rows (L to R): S  Nichols, D Croll, D Cooper, D Metcalf, M Nixon, J Robson,  D Mincher, 
G Staples, M Howarth, A Garbutt, L Rowell, J Butterfield, T Heptinstall, B Jones, W S Hayle, R 
Castle, M Fisher, D Nichols, J Skewes 
Seated: J P D Ryder, D W Mills, M Holliday, P Stelling, A J King, J M Macmillan, C Sharp, R 
Bouvet, T Jackson, T Egan 
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The Bob Hope Golf Tournament. 
Eamonn Darcy is the pro in green 
trousers, me and the other 
amateur who was the famous 
retired cricketer Freddie Trueman. 

Sunningdale Golf 
Score Card 

Pictured (L to R): Derek Metcalf, Alan Tonks, 
John Skewes and Barry Hilton at Penina 
Championship Golf Course, Portugal at the end 
of the Garforth Golf Club centenary week where I 
have the distinction of being named on the 
honours board for my hole in one.  
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The Directors, Department Managers & Sales Staff in 1979 

The Directors in 2015 (L to R) 
Back Row: Dennis Drumm, Linda 
Drumm, George Bell, Paul smith 
Bottom: Madge Skewes, John 
Skewes  
 
Below: daughter Karen Malcolm 
who was also on the Board of 
Directors in 2015. 



 

 

74 

 

  

Madge and I enjoying retirement 
in our apartment with the help of 
granddaughter Jennifer (pictured 
below) 

Still scootering 
about Wetherby 

My family taken by me at our 
home in Station Fields in 1998.  
Back row (L to R): Roy, Karen, 
Jennifer, Madge, Linda, James 
& Dennis 
Front row (L to R): Peter, 
Dominic, Andrew & Daniel 
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Chapter 8: You had to be there 
“All it takes is a single moment.”- Alison McGhee, All Rivers Flow To The Sea 

As mentioned earlier in these memoirs, in 2005 I was honoured to be invited by Dan Del 
Fiorentino of NAMM (the USA trade association National Association of Music Merchants) 
to participate in a recorded interview for the association's 'Oral History'. 

Dan wished to record my memories of events that have taken place over the years - both 
personal and those relating to the industry. 

Also as previously mentioned, in 2006 I was surprised but delighted, to again be asked by Dan 
to record a further interview. An extract from the 2005 recording can be viewed and heard on 
the NAMM website http://www.namm.org/ (see 'Library'/'Oral History' tabs). 

In the edited verbal interview, I explained how the AMII levy was raised to fund music in 
education and how this benefitted all sectors of the industry. 

The oral part ends with me laughing as I say: "When I went to school music was an 'out of 
school' activity. Today it is very much an 'in school' activity. When I went to school if you played 
the guitar you were a 'sissy'. Today you are a 'sissy' if you don't play the guitar." 

I mentioned earlier the annual dinner our trade association held at the London Hilton Hotel. 
The President always had to make a speech to the one thousand diners - quite frightening. I 
remember when I was President being traditionally 'clapped in' to take my seat at the top table. 
The toastmaster said, “Gentlemen, pray silence while your President says grace." and then, 
bending down, he whispered in my ear; "Big breath, Sir." After I made the toast and had sat 
down, he whispered in my ear; "Best to do that, Sir. I've had speakers run out of air before 
they got to the ".... may the Lord make us truly thankful ..." bit!” 

Dennis Gillard who for many years was Managing Director of Boosey & Hawkes Ltd Musical 
Instrument Division proposed me to the AMII Council and he had the right idea - not in 
proposing me, but in driving the industry from the front. Drive it from a collective viewpoint, for 
we all benefit at some time or other along the path of the journey we take. 

My good friend, Dennis, who in 1980 subsequently joined Vincent Bach International as their 
Managing Director, died young aged 62 on 4 June 1982, from cardiac failure. This was just 
days after he had participated in our annual Garforth Golf Club industry event that June. 

In 1970 Dennis had been awarded an OBE (Order of the British Empire) for services to Export. 
Dennis amusingly referred to this as "Other Buggers' Efforts". 

Dennis use to tell the story of his visit to Buckingham Palace to receive the award. 

Before entering the room for the investiture all recipients of awards were highly recommended 
to visit the Royal toilets where one of the flunkies held out a hand for a tip. Dennis said, "I 
could hardly have given just 10-pence in such surroundings, so the flunky did well from me - 
and others - a very expensive p***" 

Dennis said it was then into the investiture room, and his turn, and the announcement, “For 
services to Export. Mr Dennis Gillard”. 

Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II asked of him: "What type of exports do you undertake?" To 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/543205
http://www.namm.org/
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which Dennis replied: "musical instruments Ma'am, and I am also pleased to advise you Ma'am 
that Boosey & Hawkes were honoured to recently provide Prince Charles with a cello." To 
which the Queen amusingly replied: "Then you can't be exporting them all, can you Mr Gillard." 

Dennis was a very popular and charismatic man and has been sadly missed in our industry. 

To allow us to have a few stress-free days away from the office each year in 1980 with our 
company as the owner, Madge and I purchased a holiday apartment in Malta from a retired 
English couple who were nearing the end of their days and wished to return to the UK for their 
remaining time - (we sold it in 2003). This 'bolthole' was a godsend and great fun. 

I found out later that Michael Hunka had moved to Malta after selling his company – Rosetti, 
the UK distributor at the time of Gibson Guitars. Quite a coincidence that he also chose the 
island. However, I never actually met him whilst there. 

Our apartment was located in the quieter part of Malta in the south-east at St Thomas Bay. 
The complex was close to Marsascala and not far from Marsaxlokk. 

Of course, I couldn't resist the opportunity to undertake some business activity whilst in the 
country. During my first few visits, I opened up a number of accounts with retail music stores. 

With Malta having been for many years ruled by the British - before gaining independence in 
1964 - everyone spoke our language, and the laws of the country mirrored much UK 
legislation. 

Most businesses enjoyed dealing with UK suppliers, and I became friends with a number of 
customers. Most still trade with us today, and I often, in more recent years, receive messages 
of good wishes brought back to me by our Export Manager, Adam Butterworth, when he 
returns from sales trips to the island. 

One day Madge and I were driving our hire car through a central Maltese village when we 
came into conflict with a funeral procession. The close relatives were in a few cars following 
the hearse, and then approximately 50 people were on foot behind the vehicles. 

Of course, we had to stop at the side of the road to allow the passage of the procession. I had 
my car window down and as the walking mourners passed by and I came into eye-to-eye 
contact with one of my music shop customers. He looked pleasantly surprised, came out of 
the procession to my car window and said, "John, this is a surprise. I intended to contact you. 
I am having difficulty in getting some spare parts for Fender guitars and I wonder if you can 
help me?" I replied that though I didn't wholesale such myself I would try to help him on my 
return to the UK, and I would pop into his shop later that week to find out exactly what he 
needed. 

By the time this conversation had ended the procession was 100 yards away, and I amusingly 
watched as one solemn mourner raced along the road to catch up with the others. 

The Maltese people were, and I am sure still are, very political. 

In 1980 there were two main parties, the Nationalist Party (NP) and the Labour Party (MLP). 
The electorate was virtually split down the middle 50/50. 

In 1981 though the NP gained an absolute majority of votes the MLP won most seats. The 
Prime Minister was Dom Mintoff and there were threats to his life. 

In the Spring of 1982, my wife Madge and I arrived to stay in our apartment. We always took 
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some food with us, and Madge had made a fruit cake and wrapped it in tinfoil. At the airport, 
the Maltese customs authorities were checking the luggage of all in-coming passengers and 
all suitcases were being opened. We placed our suitcases on the counter in the customs area 
and this customs officer saw the cake in the tinfoil. 

Taking a step backwards he pointed and asked: "What is that?" 

"What do you mean?" responded Madge.  

Taking a further two steps backwards he said: "What’s in the tinfoil?" 

"Oh - only a cake." replied Madge. 

Poor fellow, we are sure he thought we were taking in some Semtex to attack the Prime 
Minister. 

In Malta, I purchased from a Maltese gentleman a second-hand dingy with an outboard motor 
and a loading trailer. He had built the boat himself from a kit and when I went to view it, he 
had it suspended from the ceiling in his garage at his home. 

He also bred rabbits for human consumption. Many Maltese do so! He had his rabbits in 
hutches all over his garage - floor and walls. 

Therefore, I thought I would call my dingy 'Peter' (Beatrice Potter memories). It certainly smelt 
like that for a few weeks after purchase. 

Years later, I learned I should have had the ownership of the boat transferred into my name, 
and I had to find the man who sold me the vessel to obtain the necessary documentation to 
present to the marine approved Maltese authority. 

Now, finally, I was the official owner of a little dingy. It appeared that the ownership of all 
vessels in Malta had to be recorded to ensure traffic outside Maltese waters could be 
monitored. Go to Sicily in my dingy!! It had a job getting around the headland into the next 
bay! 

Our apartment had an 'L' shaped garage and the dingy and the trailer, together with a very 
small Daihatsu two-door motorcar that I had purchased, all fitted into the space. The dingy 
nestled onto pads fitted to the trailer and over the years the pads became worn down to the 
extent that during transportation the wheels of the trailer were damaging the sides of the boat. 

I located a small garage in the nearby village of Marsascala whose owner said he would collect 
the trailer from our apartment and refurbish it. 

So, one day on the courtyard outside our apartment Madge and I removed the outboard motor 
from the dingy and lifted the dingy itself off the trailer. 

The trailer was placed next to the removed dingy and free for collection. I went for a swim. 

When I returned the trailer had been collected and Madge was looking down from our balcony. 

I shouted up to her; "I see they've taken the trailer away". "Yes," she replied. "But you wouldn't 
believe how! Two guys came in a car without any towing fixtures. One drove the car and the 
other sat in the open boot of the car holding the connecting rod to the trailer and away they 
drove back down the road to Marsascala!" 
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We had bought our Maltese apartment through our company account, from a retired English 
couple who were nearing the end of their days and wished to return to the UK for their 
remaining time. Amongst the furniture and fittings that were included in our purchase of the 
apartment was a TV set that transmitted in black and white. Even in the 1980s, Colour 
television had not yet arrived in Malta! 

About three years later it did arrive, and so we gave away our old set to a convent and 
purchased one of the first colour ones to be imported. 

On the front in the bottom right-hand corner, there was a small plate with numbers on it. We 
thought nothing about it. Fifteen years later our colour TV set started to fail, and we decided 
to purchase a new one. 

The apartment's TV aerial was on the flat roof, a long upright contraption pegged down by 
stretched wires and constantly collapsing in the wind. This meant that over the years we, 
therefore, got to know a TV engineer pretty well and he said he could obtain a new set for us 
and dispose of the old one. We agreed. He delivered the new set - which also had a numbered 
plate on the front. 

Before taking the old set away he removed the number plate from it and gave it to us. He told 
us we had to visit the Broadcasting Authority offices in Floriana and register our purchase of 
the new TV set quoting the number plate on the front. He said we had to advise the Authority 
the old set had been broken down for parts and give to them that old numbered plate. 

He explained that (unknown to us) we were already registered as the owner of the old set, and 
the annual licence fee we had been paying was based on that fact. To prevent old sets from 
falling into the hands of new owners who would not then register the use of them, all old sets 
had to be destroyed or broken down for parts. He advised us to inform the Authority that ours 
had been dismantled for its parts. 

Friends, David and Sheila Cooper, were staying with us at that time, and David and I in our 
holiday wear of shirts, shorts and sandals duly went to the licencing authority offices in 
Floriana. I completed their required documentation and was then told I had to visit the law 
offices to swear the affidavit document which they gave to me relative to the disposal of the 
old TV set. 

So, David and I walked to the Law Court building in Republic Street in Valletta to be told by 
the Commissionaire that we could not enter dressed as we were in shorts and holiday attire. I 
explained we were not ex-pats and that I had to go home the next day (not quite true) and that 
I had to sign an affidavit before departure. He reluctantly let me in (but not David), and I went 
up in the lift to the appropriate department and was shown into a lawyer's office. 

He read the affidavit that I passed to him which stated I had broken up the old TV set. He then 
opened his desk drawer and took out a crucifix. He asked me to lay my hand upon it and swear 
the affidavit. I closed my eyes and prayed the Lord would forgive me. 

When I told David outside downstairs, he was just incredulous and then convulsed in laughter. 

Ah, dear Malta and its lovely people and so many fond memories of our time there. 

Talking of antics that involve customers from outside the UK, I recall one very interesting 
overseas customer we had in the 1970s was The Music Shop in Port Stanley, Falkland 
Islands. 

Des, who owned the shop, used to write me long handwritten letters where the text gradually 
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sloped until near the end it was almost upright. 

In one he explained the reason his orders were larger in content than one might have expected 
for the small local population, was because much of what he purchased ended up in Argentina. 

He once sent me a photograph of an Argentinian seaplane that had arrived to collect some 
merchandise, and somehow overshot the harbour landing area and almost finished up in his 
shop window! 

Some months before Argentina invaded, he wrote to ask me to have a word with Margaret 
Thatcher! 

That’s the problem with people living in areas with a very low population, they expect everyone 
elsewhere knows all the neighbours, just like they do. 
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Chapter 9: Putting before business 
“I have spent my entire lifetime trying to figure out how to connect work and 
passion. When I finally figured it out, life became so much more beautiful!” - 

Colleen Ferrary Bader 

Golf was my main hobby. I started playing in 1955 when I bought a set of old clubs from a 
second-hand shop in Leeds for two pounds ten shillings. My wife, Madge, thought that we 
could have used the money in a much better way!!  

Like many golfers my early games were played on the local municipal courses, the main one 
being Temple Newsam, Leeds. I joined my first private club, Scarcroft, in 1970 and then 
Garforth in 1974 where I have been a club member ever since.  

As a member of Garforth Golf Club, I was honoured to be asked to be Captain in 1989 and I 
followed Stephen Hayle to this very prestigious position. 

Stephen had been a club member for many years and was so knowledgeable and helpful in 
his advice to me. He also organised trips to Scotland for members of Garforth, and some 
friends, and named his group The Caledonians Golf Society. 

The group was always 12 total and if you missed out one year you didn’t get automatic 
inclusion the next year. That first choice went to the player who had taken your place. All very 
fair, but it was nice to get back into the group if you had missed out one year. 

For fun Stephen gave each participant a nickname. Mine was The Fat Controller. 

Now you might think, with some justification, this was appropriate for I was at the time very 
overweight and as usual quite bossy. However, it actually came about because of my middle 
name Hornby. 

The story is, that when discussing a possible nickname for me, Richard Castle who was also 
a Caledonian group member, said to Stephen 

“Hornby! Sounds like a kid’s train or Thomas the Tank Engine. With regard to the latter. How 
about calling John ... The Fat Controller.” 

So that became my name, and really, I didn’t mind. 

Another Caledonian member was Derek Ryder. When working out a name for him Stephen 
came up with a cracker! Most people know the nursery rhyme, Ride a Cockhorse to Banbury 
Cross. 

“Hey” thought Stephen “Cockhorse. That will be it!” 

When told what his Caledonian name was to be, Derek just couldn’t get his head around how 
it came about. Even after explanations from the all the rest of we Caledonians, and much to 
our amusement, he still looked puzzled! 

Stephen with his charm and knowledge, arranged for us to play some very famous courses. 
On one day one year, we played The Old Course St Andrew’s. 

I was in a four-ball that included scratch golfer and Garforth member Michael Holliday. 
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I had much cash in my wallet, and a local caddy to carry my golf bag and clubs. 

Mike said, “Though I’m pretty sure you can trust the caddy, just to be on the safe side let me 
carry your wallet in my bag on my shoulder” So, I passed him my wallet. 

Halfway down the sixth fairway one of the course marshals came up to our group. “Anyone 
here called Skewes?” 

Oh god, I thought, something has happened to Madge or some other awful thing. 

“Me” I replied 

“You’re a lucky man,” he said. “The group playing behind have picked up your wallet”. 

Mike went white and looked at his golf carrying bag and its unzipped compartment. 

Later I picked up my wallet from the following group and said: “Thank goodness it was lost by 
a scratch golfer, as it ended up in the middle of a fairway. A lesser player may well have lost 
it in the rough never to be seen again!” 

Another trip to St Andrews was in 2001 with the Hole in One Golf Society. 

Friends Derek and Margaret Metcalf joined Madge and me at this event which was arranged 
by the Society Secretary Brian Dickinson, who, with his partner Maxine organised so many 
meetings both at home and abroad. We stayed at The Old Course Hotel, adjacent to the 17th 
hole on the famous Old Course, and our room overlooked the fairway at the dogleg point. 

Off one of the forward tees I recall playing a wonderful drive and, being a slicer of the ball, 
seeing my shot bend around the dogleg and come to rest in a good position. 

For my next shot my Scottish caddy handed me a 3 wood and I again fortunately hit the ball 
well and it reached the green. The flag that day was not behind the famous large Road Hole 
Bunker, but to the right and my ball came to rest about 4 feet away. 

My caddy was ecstatic. As he handed me my putter he said: “Och sir, I’ve caddied here for 
five years noo but never for a man achieving a 3. The line is an inch right of the hole and be 
cannie and dinnae over hit, fur its fast” 

Two minutes later I walked off the green.......with a 5! 

During my Captaincy at Garforth Golf Club Madge and I became close social friends with 
Stephen Hayle, his wife Muriel and Eric and Sylvia Bowden. Sylvia was Lady Captain of the 
club at the time I was Captain. 

We met many times to play Scrabble, and we sometimes went out for evening meals. 

On one evening we decided to visit the well-known Bryan’s fish and chip restaurant in North 
Leeds. To save taking two cars we all squashed into my Rolls Royce, with four somehow 
squeezed onto the back seat. 

I parked the car and we walked to the restaurant. On arrival Muriel noticed one of her earrings 
was missing. We traced our steps back to the car and hunted in the car but had no success. 

One week later my secretary, Anne Thornton came to my office to tell me Peter Stead, one of 
the John Hornby Skewes store men who cleaned my car wanted to speak confidentiality to 
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me and wouldn’t disclose to her the reason why. 

“Okay” I said “Show him in” 

“What’s this all about?” I asked him 

“Well, Mr Skewes” he responded, producing an earring from his pocket, “I found this jammed 
down the back seat of your car and thought it better to tell you privately.” 

Before my Captaincy of Garforth Golf Club, my greatest golfing honour was being Captain of 
the Music Industries Golfing Society - a position I held in 1979. The Music Industries Golfing 
Society was one of the oldest societies in Great Britain but unfortunately in recent years has 
disbanded. It was, however, founded in 1923 when many musical instrument-manufacturing 
companies in the piano sector were major, worldwide players.  

When I joined in the early 1970s, it was run by Eddie, Peter and Audrey Hughes acting as the 
secretarial staff and Gerald Brasted was President. I still have the scorecard of my finest MIGS 
achievement - 41 points on the Old Course at Sunningdale on 5 July 1972, to win the A J 
Mason Cup. Mind you, I was playing off 21 handicap at the time! Actually, I did eventually get 
down to 11 handicap - but that dramatically increased as old age crept in. 

The Secretary of the Music Industry Golf Society (MIGS) used to organise games against 
other golf societies, and annually we played against the Law Society. 

For non-golfers I should first explain that if two golfers’ balls are on a putting green, the player 
whose ball is the furthest from the hole plays first and the other player says: “It is your honour” 

During one game against the Law Society, we had a Judge in our four-ball. 

To my amusement one of our group was able to say to that distinguished gentleman: 

“It is your honour, my Honour” 

Over the years, two golfing events stand out. In 1979 and again in 1980 I entered a Company 
team into a charitable golf event sponsored by Richard Desmond of Cover Publications Ltd, 
publishers of the magazine International Musician. I had first met Richard when he was a keen 
teenaged advertisement salesman for a fledgeling consumer music magazine. 

Later, Richard set up the company Northern & Shell and, then his company bought Express 
Newspapers which he subsequently sold. His career will make a very interesting 'This is your 
life' one day! 

Back to the golf. In 1979 the team we entered into Richard's event at Wentworth Golf Club 
came second, and there is a photograph of a bearded Richard Desmond presenting Willie 
Morris, Treasurer of The Music Trades Benevolent Society, with a £2,000 cheque as a 
charitable donation. 

In 1982 we became one of many sponsors of the Bob Hope British Classic, played over four 
rounds at Moor Park. The format was a pro-am-am team with a different professional each 
day and I was partnered on different days by Eamonn Darcy, Ken Brown, Ian Woosnam and 
Ian Mosey - quite an experience! 

Meanwhile, the Music Industries Golfing Society floundered due to lack of support, but it was 
revived by Martin Phelps, the then Croydon retailer, and, with considerable hard work and his 
usual charm - Martin managed to interest many golfers who were working in the industry to 
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join or re-join the Society. 

There are some wonderful fellow golfers in the industry who, over the years, it has been my 
pleasure to play with. Martin Phelps always tried to 'pair up' people to make the MIGS days 
enjoyable. On the bookings forms he sent out he would always ask the question, "Is there 
anyone you would like to be paired with?" 

Some years ago, Fausto Fabi - late of Elka-Orla and then Hohner - was made redundant from 
Hohner. Martin told me that Fausto had replied to the question regarding his preference for a 
playing partner with the amusing comment, "Anyone who will give me a job." 

When Gerald Brasted died, I was honoured to be asked to be President of MIGS. 

Despite Martin Phelps' best efforts, the Society again went into decline and no meetings have 
been held since, the early 2000s. There are many Society cups - even those going back to 
before the Society was officially formed. The oldest cup is the British Music Industries 
Convention Challenge Cup for Inter-Association competitions, no doubt played for at annual 
trade conferences. In the early years, it was won more times by the Piano Manufacturers' 
Association than by the Music Trades Association. 

Many famous industry names are engraved on the team plaques attached to the bases of the 
many MIGS cups. Some retailer names stand out as they are names still operating many years 
later - like A E Mickleburgh (Bristol dealer) who was in the winning team in 1928, 1929 and 
1931 and J G Windows (Newcastle dealer) who was in the winning team at Lytham St. Annes 
in 1922. 

The second time the Society went into limbo, Martin Phelps worked hard to recover all the 
various cups that were held by past annual winners. He managed to collect most of them. In 
the mid-1990s, the society started to present them again to the winners of the various golfing 
venues we played. 

Unfortunately, we are now in the same position as when Martin took over as Secretary, in that 
various annual cups are dispersed around the country with the various winners. It would be 
pleasing to get them all together again under one roof. Hopefully, one day, some energetic 
devotee will resurrect the Society and it can start to hold meetings again, hopefully with the 
regained cups to play for. 

Over the years, John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd has sponsored - or jointly sponsored - industry 
annual golf days since the early 1970s with many partner hosts who have been trade 
magazines, such as Music Trades Review, Music World and Music Business. More recently, 
consumer show and consumer magazines like Music Live and Guitar Buyer became involved, 
and then with a trade magazine - MI Pro (Intent Media) as joint sponsor. 

Those annual days were enjoyable industry get-togethers with people from all sides of our 
industry meeting for social golf - though still very competitively played! 

Phil Wardle, our warehouse manager from 2000 to 2012, was a scratch golfer, and industry 
visitors to our annual corporate golf day much enjoyed his partnership on the course.  

For some years our event was entered into The Times newspaper annual National Corporate 
Golf Challenge. Though this Challenge no longer takes place, The Times then had as joint 
sponsors JP Morgan Fleming for many years. Our team (the best four scores on the day 
making up the winning side) nearly always made the Northern Regional Final. We won this in 
1999 and our team of Phil Wardle, Graham Butterworth, Mike Holliday and George Bell played 
in the National Final at La Manga (Spain) and finished second. 
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In the year 2002 our team of Phil Wardle, Graham Butterworth, Andrew Joy and Charles 
Phillipson again won the Northern Regional Final to make the trip to the La Manga final and, 
though we finished in the bottom half of the playing teams, we showed the flag and promoted 
the musical instrument industry at every opportunity. 

A sporting TV channel recorded the La Manga finals and in one of them Graham Butterworth 
was filmed missing a two-foot putt. This was repeatedly shown on TV to the extent one of his 
own club members commented "You'll get it next time Butters." 

John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd held its final golf day event in June 2015. 

At one MIGS (Musical Instrument Golfing Society) meeting I was talking in the evening after 
play to member Brian Hull. He spotted the logo on my tie. I had achieved a hole in one when 
playing at Temple Newsam golf course and had purchased from a specialist tailor a tie with 
the logo embroidered onto it. He told me he too had achieved a hole in one and had joined a 
recently formed golf society founded by a fellow called Eric Parker. 

Eric having himself achieved a hole in one discovered he could buy a tie, but there wasn’t a 
society to join, so he and a few other members of Mid-Kent Golf Club had got together and 
formed one. 

On the advice from Brian, I contacted Eric and became a member of the Hole in One Golf 
Society. 

Eric organised members games in various locations in the U.K. and abroad, and I had some 
very enjoyable times at these events. 

Overseas we travelled to Spain, Portugal, France, Tunisia, and the USA. On a trip to La 
Manga, a golf resort in Spain, I was on one day allocated to play in a four-ball that included a 
lady called Betty Hamilton Slade. 

As Eric handed out the individual scorecards before play, he quietly said to me “John you’ll be 
marking Betty’s card, and she yours, but I warn you she cheats.” 

I was a little suspicious as to the scores she gave me for her strokes on the first two holes and 
to her displeasure on each I asked her to repeat. On the third hole, I was determined to pay a 
little more attention. 

She ended up in a bunker to the left of the green, and I calculated she’d taken six shots to get 
there. She played out, took two putts to hole out and I asked for her score. 

She replied “Six”. I said “No Betty, I think it was a little more” 

She responded “No, I told you six” 

I said, “Well Betty, I think you were in the bunker for six and took another three strokes after 
that.” 

She crossly replied, “Oh, put down what you like.” 

After that, the remaining fifteen holes were not very pleasant. 

When we got back to the clubhouse Eric took me to one side and asked me how we had got 
on. As I handed him Betty’s scorecard, I said to him “Not very well, and here’s her card but I 
can’t really sign it as correct. I’ll tell you one thing however, Eric, I wish I were her husband” 
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Eric looked amazed and asked. “Really, John, how’s that?” I responded: “Because the lucky 
bugger is at home in England.” 

Ah, dear Eric Parker. He was such a lovely man and ran the Hole in One Golf Society for many 
years, but suddenly was overtaken by cancer. He undertook treatment while on a golf trip to 
Portugal which turned out, unfortunately, to be a bit of botched surgery, and though after his 
return to the U.K. he had further better medical attention he did not survive. 

His widow Lily knew I was an enthusiastic and regular member of the society, and Eric had 
stayed at our home when on trips to Northern courses to play tournaments in our area. She 
asked if I would be prepared to run the Society. Eric had registered the name, and there were 
many members. She said she would transfer the rights to me if I would annually pay her a 
‘pension’ from the funds. 

I was touched she thought I would be the right person to continue his legacy, but I explained 
that I had other business commitments that would preclude me from doing a satisfactory job. 

She was however very pleased to find another society member, Brian Dickinson, a Keighley 
Golf Club member, willing to take over the management and organisation. 

Brian really got his teeth into the job, and he organised scores of wonderful trips to various 
parts of the world and to many U.K. clubs. 

I, together with Madge, and often other friends, went on many such trips, and also on day 
visits to U.K. courses. 

Overseas these included Dubai, Scottsdale (USA), Bradenton (USA), Mauritius, Belek 
(Turkey), Sawgrass (Florida USA) and other many venues in Spain and Portugal. 

On one such golf vacation to Normandy, France I dined one evening with a crowd of fellows 
from southern England and a rather posh lady member who travelled with a Polish companion 
who looked after her. 

Over dinner, the conversation turned to retail shopping and one of the southern gents 
mentioned he had recently purchased from Argos. The posh lady asked, “Who are Argos?” In 
amazement he said, “They are a retailer!” She looked down her nose and responded “Well, I 
only shop at Harrods”. 

When I told Brian Dickinson of this conversation, he said he wasn’t surprised by this as to his 
unbelievable and amusing surprise she had once described the song “I’ll never walk alone” as 
“I’ll never walk again”. 

This quote tuned out to be very ironic and sad, for dear Brian himself was, in 2020, struck 
down with an illness that resulted in him having both of his legs amputated. 

Unfortunately this also lead to him winding up the Hole in One Golf Society that he and Maxine 
had run so successfully for so many years. 

Back to my own golfing prowess and a question sometimes asked of me is “How many ‘holes 
in one’ have you done then?” 

Well, I have been fortunate enough to have achieved five. 

All golf players are striving on Par 3 holes to hit the ball directly from the teeing area straight 
into the hole on the green. Since golf became a sport to watch on TV, many non-players have 
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become interested in the game and understand how the feat is done. Despite this, a lot of luck 
is involved, and many excellent players fail to score a great number. 

I achieved one of my ‘holes in one’ playing with grandsons James and Andrew Sweeting, and 
they were very impressed! 

Another was performed at a Hole in One Society day at Hawkstone Park, and the £100 in the 
organisers’ kitty quickly disappeared at the evening bar. 

To non-golfers I should explain tradition dictates a player fortunate enough to achieve the feat 
of a hole in one is expected to buy a round for all in the club bar after play! Golf is a very 
expensive hobby if you can play it well. 

Golf and Game Parks - well, that sounds great, so for many consecutive years in February 
and March, my close golfing friend Derek Metcalf, his wife Margaret together with Madge and 
myself travelled to South Africa. Margaret always booked the accommodation, mainly 
upmarket guesthouses, and I booked the courses for Derek and me to play. 

Guesthouses in South Africa are lovely places many with swimming pools. 

We mostly chose to travel around the Garden Route located east and north of Cape Town, 
and to the city itself and in hired vehicles we drove for many miles staying for two or three 
nights in different locations. It would take me pages to name the areas and towns we visited 
and to name the scores of golf courses Derek and I played over the years. 

However, our visit to one club stands out. Derek had known an English guy called Barry 
Townsend when Barry had been a member of Selby Golf Club in Yorkshire. Barry and his wife 
had retired to an apartment in St. James close to Rhodes Cottage and Muizenberg where he 
had joined West Lake Golf Club, and Derek arranged for the two of us to meet up with Barry 
and his friend for a four-ball game. 

On arrival, we all met up on the club terrace. Barry’s friend was a broad cockney chap and 
Barry himself a broad Yorkshire man. Two similar characters! 

We asked Barry’s friend what he did for a living and he told us he ran a bar. 

Barry laughed a little at this and turning to us winked and said, “Well a bar, yes, but he has 
girls employed and, shall we say, rooms at the back”. 

A few minutes later we were on the first tee for a match between us, and Barry asked Derek 
if the two of us would like to play them for a wager. 

Quick as lightning, Derek turned to Barry’s friend and jokingly said “Yes, how about our two 
wives for two of your girls!” 

On another South African visit, Derek and I were paired for a game with a married German 
couple. I should explain that if there are just two of you as visitors many golf courses will ‘pair’ 
you with two other players to make a four-ball. 

This gets more people onto the course and increases the club takings. This day we were at 
the Somerset West golf club and after two or three holes it was clear to Derek and me that the 
German gentleman was a ‘hacker’, a poor player, while his wife was talented and hitting 
wonderful shots. 

As we set off down the fourth fairway the German scuffed another poor shot and grunted in 
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despair.  Derek said: “Hans, I don’t think you enjoy this game” and Hans replied with his 
German accent “Derek, I hate this game. Hate it. Ve come to Cape Town every vintner and 
she (pointing to his wife in front of us) makes me play every bloody day!” 

We thought lucky fellow we’re restricted by our wives to one day in three! 

Aruba is a beautiful Caribbean island with lovely reef protected beaches. It is little known to 
British holiday makers. One of the Leeward Antilles it is a constituent country of the Kingdom 
of the Netherlands. It lies just 18 miles off the north coast of Venezuela. 

It is outside the hurricane belt and enjoys a wonderful climate, and it features two interesting 
and challenging golf courses. Derek Metcalf and I were always looking for new golfing holiday 
destinations, and here we found one. 

In 2010 travel agents Thomson were operating flights and holidays to Aruba from Manchester 
Airport, and we booked a week’s golfing vacation staying on the island at the Renaissance 
Hotel. 

Though located in the island capital, Oranjestad, and facing the port that received numerous 
cruises liners, the hotel owned an offshore island with many facilities and operated an hourly 
speed boat ferry to take guests to this relaxing venue. 

What about this however! 

The ferry started in the hotel reception area, passed under the outside port road, and travelled 
across the bay to take guests to a super beach and snorkel area supported by a shop and a 
restaurant. 

So we were able to enjoy not just our games of golf, on the two lovely courses, Golf Links at 
Diva and the Robert Trent Jones designed Golf Tierra Del Sol, but also superb sunbathing 
and swimming. 

We also hired a car and visited various parts of Aruba. Amongst the many upmarket hotels, a 
RIU Palace was located on Palm Beach. Madge and I were regular visitors to RIU hotels in 
the Canary Islands and I carried a RUI membership card. 

One day Derek and I decided to forego golf and sunbathing and visit the hotel. 

We parked and entered reception. The layout was typical of many RUI hotels, which I 
recognised, and we walked down to pool area. We sat on stools at the pool bar and ordered 
a couple of beers which on the hot day we quickly downed. 

A couple sat further down the bar had just ordered some exotic cocktails, and with fascination 
we watched the barman’s skill in preparing them. 

After attending to them he asked if we would like a couple of more beers. 

“No thanks” I responded “But a couple of those cocktails look lovely and wouldn’t go amiss.” 

We watched him mix them, serve them to us, and then we sipped and enjoyed two lovely 
drinks. 

Time to go. 

“May I have the bill” I requested. 
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“But we are an all-inclusive hotel!” responded the barman. 

“Oh, god” I said “We didn’t realise this. We are just visitors looking around the hotel “. 

The barman hadn’t noticed our lack of ‘all inclusive’ wrist bands. 

“What do you wish us to do?” I asked 

Well, the barman just winked at us and so off we walked back up to reception and our car 
feeling both guilty and a little bit pleased. 

As I have mentioned earlier, I have been on many organised festival golf trips over my years 
golfing, and one of these I made to the Penina Hotel in Portugal, ones that were not Hole in 
one Society events, but ones arranged by the venue itself, I was paired one day with three 
ladies. 

With no disrespect to them, ladies are well known for verbally socialising with one another 
when not playing their strokes and they always play their tee shots from an area slightly 
forward from where men play. 

On the Par 3 sixth hole, the l hit a super shot and saw it roll on the green into the hole. 

I shouted to the ladies who were in front of me slightly to the right of their own teeing area - 
“Did you see that? DID YOU SEE THAT!” 

The ladies immediately realised what I meant, and one responded “Sorry, John, we were 
talking!” 

As a footnote to this, my achievement is shown, with others, on the board displayed in the 
Penina Hotel adjacent to the golf professional’s shop. 

Talking of lady golfers, this brings to mind a conversation I had with a lady member at Garforth 
Golf Club who once said to me one Friday play after one of our Thursday JHS Corporate 
Guest Invitation days. 

“We ladies love playing the course on Fridays after you’ve had your corporate day on the 
Thursday, as we find loads of balls with the JHS logo on them all over the place”. 

I sternly replied “You have to give them back to me” 

She looked puzzled and I added, “Haven’t you seen the notice on the notice board?” 

She then realised I had been joking and got one back with the words. 

“Oh yes, you mean the notice that says ‘Balls to John Skewes”  

Apart from that super lady member, there are many other delightful members, past and 
present, at Garforth Golf Club and I will tell you about some of them in due course, but first I 
want to tell you about another course I have played on.  

The golf course at Moor Allerton, Wike, north of Leeds is relatively new having been designed 
by Robert Trent Jones and it opened in 1971. The Moor Allerton Golf Club itself was founded 
in 1923 and had previously been located in north Leeds before moving to Wike. Though open 
to all, a large number of the membership are from the Jewish fraternity. 
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I had the pleasure of playing the course on numerous occasions, particularly when 
participating in the Leeds and District Union of Golf Clubs matches. Over many years the 
various Captains of Garforth Golf Club selected a team of 12 to play against their counterparts 
at Moor Allerton and the hospitality received was wonderful, though the course itself is very 
challenging. Hole 5, on the lake course, has a pond immediately left in front of the green. 

During one game in error I hooked my ball to towards this pond where we could see it in the 
middle laying on a patch of floating weeds. The Moor Allerton Jewish member in our four ball 
amusingly remarked ‘Hey John, if this wasn’t a Jewish club, I would walk out on the water and 
recover it!’ 

Another time I visited Moor Allerton was together with Madge in 1983, where we watched the 
Car Care Plan International Tournament, a PGA Tour event.  

Seve Ballesteros was participating and we sat behind the 18th green to see him strike a 
wonderful second shot across the ravine that was in front of the green. Not many players could 
have hit just two shots from tee to finish up almost onto the green.  

After play, we were just getting into our car on the park, when this couple came up to us and 
said “WE are up from London, and we’ve enjoyed the golf. We are now going to eat out and 
have been told there is a lovely restaurant in north Leeds called The Flying Pizza. Could you 
direct us please?” 

We had to laugh as I replied, “Sure do, that’s where we are going now ourselves.”  

As they say in the movies – Follow that Car…in this case - Mine! 

Turning back to Garforth Golf Club members, one charming fellow was Chris Barton, a butcher 
like his father Dennis, and a most generous and friendly man. Chris died far too young. 

His well-attended funeral was in March 2019 at All Hallows Church, Bardsey with the wake at 
the adjacent and famous Bingley Arms public house.  

At Garforth Golf Club in late February I was told “the funeral is next Tuesday.” 

Because Madge and I had been in Leeds on the morning of the funeral, rather than drive back 
to Wetherby and out again, we chose to arrive at the Church well over an hour earlier than the 
commencement time for the event. 

We decided to park at the Bingley Arms, and it was clear we were early for the area was 
deserted. 

As we sat in our car Dennis, the father of Chris, walked out of the Pub in his white butcher’s 
coat. We assumed he had been delivering the food for the wake, before then changing his 
clothes for the funeral service. 

I wound down my car window and he looked at me a bit surprised. 

With a sympathetic voice I said “Hello Dennis. I know we are a bit early for the funeral.” 

In a shocked tone he replied “You certainly are John, it’s next Tuesday!” 

WHOOPS! 

I mentioned earlier that I used to join many golfing trips overseas and as part of this, there 
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were trips to Portugal organised by Sol Golf and similar companies. These were called Festival 
Weeks and the players had the opportunity to compete on three or four different courses 
during these seven-day events. 

One year we were all staying at the Dona Filipa hotel in the Algarve. After the final Friday 
game, I had Saturday free before flying home. I went shopping in the fishing village Quarteira 
and ended up in the fish market where I bought two lovely fresh soles. 

Back at the hotel, I asked them to keep them in the fridge overnight, and I telephoned Madge 
to tell her I had Sunday night’s dinner organised! 

The next morning, I wrapped the fish carefully and thought they would travel better safely in 
the zip pocket of my golf bag rather than make my suitcase clothes smelly! 

On arrival at East Midland airport... you have guessed it... no golf bag arrived! 

I was in the office the next Wednesday morning when Madge telephoned me. 

“Your golf bag has arrived from the airport, and the delivery driver said he couldn’t understand 
why the clubs smelled so awful!  I will throw the fish in the bin” 

“Don’t do that until I come home for lunch” I said, “Let me first show you them they looked 
lovely!” 

Needless to say, Madge was not happy that the smell lingered in the kitchen for a week 
afterwards and I never tried to bring fish home again!  

I recall another of the Hole in One Society trips and our solicitor friend, Arthur Healey. During 
his professional life, he was the senior partner of Hartley and Worstenholme the Pontefract 
based practice that is the firm that acts for the JHS companies, and privately for Madge and 
me. 

Unfortunately, he died in 2020. His funeral was held in St. Wilfrid’s Church Monk Fryston and 
the eulogy was given by Chris Wilton.  Chris was for many years one of the Trustees of the 
trusts relating to the JHS companies and still works for Hartley and Worstenholme. 

Arthur, like myself, was a member of the Hole in One Golf Society. Back in the 1980s, I met 
up with him one day and he was very down. He and his wife had separated. I said to him: 
“Arthur, soon there is a Society trip going to Spain and I’ve booked on it, and Madge, though 
not a golf player herself, is joining the non-playing ladies’ group. To get your spirits up why 
don’t you join us”. He thought it was a good idea and booked his participation. 

About three weeks before departure he telephoned me. He said he had met a new lady and 
fallen in love and did I think Madge or myself would mind if she came along. I said certainly 
not, she would be made most welcome. 

On our departure date, we picked up Arthur and his new partner, Jan, to drive in our car to 
Manchester airport. Arthur was then in his late 40’s and Jan a very attractive lady many years 
younger. It was clear they were very much in love and were constantly hugging and touching 
one another. 

At the hotel in Spain, we checked in, had dinner together and retired for the night. The next 
day’s golf, the first game of four that week, is a great occasion with all players meeting early. 
From my hotel room, I telephoned Arthur in his room, and said “Morning Arthur, see you in the 
Breakfast room in a few minutes?” 
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He replied “Oh, I don’t think I’ll play today, John” 

Of the four booked games that week, I don’t think Arthur participated in more than one. 

As a pro-script, it should be noted this lovely couple went on to marry and raise a family. Jan 
and Arthur were together until his death. Ah! The path of true love and desire! 

While on holiday in the 1980s at the Thurlestone Hotel in Devon, Madge and I met and made 
friends with a delightful couple, Tony and Sonya Perkins from Sunning Hill in Berkshire. We 
became distance friends but joined up to enjoy some overseas holidays together including 
one to Florida. 

Tony was, and probably still is, a talented golfer. A member and a Past Captain of the famous 
Wentworth Golf Club and during our Florida vacation Tony and I played a number of fine 
courses and one day we decided to visit the exclusive PGA (Professional Golf Association) 
club in Palm Beach. 

We somehow passed through the security gates of the complex and driving through the course 
and in the clubhouse itself we found the whole area deserted. Arriving at the golf reception 
desk we requested to pay and play. 

We were asked “Have you an introduction?  I am afraid you cannot play the course without an 
introduction from a golf professional” 

Tony asked to speak with the Director of Golf and explained to him that we were from the UK 
and that he was Wentworth member and if he could send a text message to Bernard 
Gallagher, the then internationally famous Wentworth professional, he was sure an 
introduction could be given. 

The Director of Golf advised he would waive this necessity, and we were allowed to pay and 
play. 

The course was deserted, and we went round pretty quickly and came back to an empty 
clubhouse and an empty locker room 

We decided to shower. There were no towels laid out, so I went to reception to have some 
sent to us. We both showered but no towels arrived. 

Standing dripping wet, the only solution was to use the paper towels from the machine next to 
the hand basins. I patted and dried Tony, and he me. 

We dressed and went to reception. The Director of Golf was apologetic. They had not found 
any fresh clean towels to bring to us. 

“This would never happen at the Wentworth Club.” said Tony. 

The poor Director of Golf cringed and asked Tony what he could do, or offer, as an apology. 

Quick as a flash Tony said, “Well how about offering us the ‘courtesy of the course’ (for non-
golfers this means playing without having to pay) 

‘“Surely, certainly.” said the humbled Director, and Tony and I returned a few days later for 
our free round, but that time towels were provided! 

Killarney, in Ireland, is a lovely town that Madge and I visited in the early 1970s. The Killarney 
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Golf and Fishing Club is a renowned venue for players visiting County Kerry, and on one day 
during our vacation, I enjoyed a round on the course. 

After play, I went to change clothes in the locker room but first decided to take a shower.  In 
the open area two young teenagers and a man, whom I assumed to be their father, had just 
finished showering. 

I turned to one of the young men and asked, “Did you enjoy your round?”. He sheepishly 
looked at the other youngster and then his father but didn’t respond. I then asked the man if 
he was the father and they his two sons, and he replied that he was, and they were. 

I said “Your lad seems a bit shy. It’s a good age to start to play golf. Did you all play and like 
the course?” 

He enquired “Are you a member?” 

I responded “No, just a visitor from England “ 

He then looked very relieved as he said “The truth is we are not golfers, we are caravanners, 
but we knew where we could come and get a good shower” 

That was in the 1970s and would be unlikely to happen today as most golf clubs have, since 
that time, sensibly installed locker room combination entry code boxes to make such intrusions 
Impossible! 

One of the photographs in this book shows me playing golf at the Jebel Ali Golf Hotel in Dubai. 

Many times, over the years I visited this hotel with Madge, grandsons and families, and my 
friend Derek Metcalf. 

The hotel is one of very few in the United Arab Emirates that offers guests all-inclusive 
packages. The tariff is high, because alcohol is very expensive in the UEA and only obtainable 
in certain venues. 

However, the cost on an all-inclusive package at the hotel represents excellent value for 
money when compared with what you would spend if staying there on a bed and breakfast 
basis and additionally paying for other meals and drinks. 

During winter one-year Derek and I visited on our own to play golf. After our long flight from 
the U.K. we arrived at the hotel close to midnight and were shown to our booked twin room. 

As we opened the door we were met by a very large double bed! 

Same sex relationships are illegal in the UAE so apart from the fact that Derek and I were no 
more than buddies, it amazed us the sleeping arrangements were to be offered as found. So, 
I phoned reception. 

Some embarrassed staff were dispatched to our room and the big double bed was replaced 
by appropriate twin ones.  
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Chapter 10: So, what have I learnt? 
“It’s no use going back to yesterday, because I was a different person then.” 

― Lewis Carroll 

In December of 1993, I received an unexpected telephone call from the famous guitarist Ivor 
Mairants. Ivor had been a professional guitarist since the age of 20. Before World War Two 
he had played with many famous dance orchestras, such as Ted Heath, Geraldo and Lew 
Stone. He had been voted Guitarist of the Year by Melody Maker in 1953. He was also a 
well-known teacher and composer even before he opened his own retail guitar store in 1958, 
which relocated to Rathbone Place in 1963. His book "My Fifty Fretting Years" published in 
1980 by Maurice Summerfield's company - Ashley Mark Publishing, makes fascinating 
reading. 

Ivor now wished to sell this established West End musical instrument retail outlet - and was I 
interested? I believe my old friend Maurice Summerfield may have put my name forward to 
Ivor as a suitable person to uphold the traditions of such an excellent store. I was honoured 
and flattered, but I told Ivor on the telephone that we were manufacturers, exporters, importers 
and wholesalers and that, really, I had no wish to enter the retail trade. He said would I at least 
talk, so I asked my co-directors, Peter Rayner and Dennis Drumm, to visit Ivor and his 
charming wife, Lily, and politely 'go through the motions'. 

They came back from London full of enthusiasm. 

Ivor was not asking for a fortune. He just wanted to see his retail outlet pass into good hands, 
and his famous name continue within the industry. 

We purchased his company and took over the lease of the premises. 

We refurbished the premises over a six-month period. We doubled the sales-floor area by 
clever use of a mezzanine floor, and we benefited from this retail outlet. The store, under the 
management of Mak Ogawa and his team, offered excellent products from many sources, 
together with expertise and service. 

From 1994 until 2020, we operated from the outlet but with a large increase in rent on the 
horizon, we relinquished the shop front. The decision was made to move the trading activity 
to Garforth and the ownership of Ivor Mairants Musicentre from JHS Warehousing and 
Distribution Ltd. to John Hornby Skewes and Co Ltd. Where trade would continue solely as 
an online company.  

Have we ever nearly gone bust? Well, honestly, yes - twice. When I first started my business 
in 1965, I only had £200 to back me. I was able to earn commission from the companies I 
represented but, though all my own "wholesale" monies were ploughed back into stock, there 
was never enough cash flowing through to finance the potential of the operation. High Street 
banks were notorious for restrictive lending and it was through a friend working in the toy 
industry that I was introduced to the London branch of Israel-British Bank Ltd. They had a 
subsidiary company called International Business Finance Ltd. trading in a manner somewhat 
similar to a merchant bank. 

I visited their Holborn High Street offices accompanied by our then external 
accountant/auditor, Tony Hirst. I struck it off immediately with Fred Lane of the subsidiary 
company who pretty quickly made me a substantial offer of financial support. Years later I 
learnt from Fred that, when I visited the toilet leaving the other two together, my own 



 

 

96 

accountant intimated to Fred that my Company figures hardly justified the size of the amount 
he had just offered, to which Fred replied, "I look at faces, not just figures." 

I still have the letter Fred sent me years later on his retirement, disclosing this to me with the 
added comment, " ... and, by golly, I was right." On reading this letter I admit I was very moved 
by Fred’s faith in me - and quite shocked to learn what my own accountant had said at the 
time. I now have the letter framed and it still brings a tear to my eye when I read the content. 

As part of the agreement to provide me with the back-up needed, the bank required a 20% 
share option in the Company, an agreement I readily entered into to obtain the necessary 
funding. 

In August 1974 a business disaster struck Israel-British Bank Ltd., and they had to liquidate. I 
had bank Letters of Credit bouncing all over the world. Unheard of! 

Cap in hand, I visited many banks, both locally and in the City of London, for help to bail me 
out. It looked like I might have to liquidate my own Company. It was incredibly worrying and 
stressful. However, once again, Fred Lane came to my rescue. 

At one time he had worked for the very reputable and long-established merchant bankers, 
Brown Shipley. He had saved them substantial monies on a U.S.A. to Mexico export petroleum 
deal that they had backed when he discovered it was fraudulent with oil floating on the top of 
the water in the tanks! They had promised to help him at any time in the future, to thank him. 

One day he took me to see them. They backed me and bailed my Company out. We 
transferred the 20% share option to Brown Shipley, as it had a clause making it worthless to 
the Israel-British Bank Ltd. Brown Shipley also paid off our debts and granted us substantial 
backing to help further our growth as a business. 

Eventually, in August 1989, they took up their share option, but we were able to buy it back in 
September 1990. 

In the early 1980's we almost failed again. We had built up our turnover to £3m with £1m being 
achieved in Italian-made organs. Ah! The days of the Eko Tivoli! 

Then the Japanese developed keyboards with technology well-advanced to that which the 
Italians were using. Casio and Yamaha were 'kings' followed by Korg, Roland and others. 
Within less than two years we had lost a third of our turnover, and profits become losses. 

So, why didn't we go into liquidation? 

Over the years we had been thrifty and prudent. We had always ploughed back our profits into 
stock and property. Our cash flow was in a dreadful state, but our assets were worth 
substantially more than our liabilities. However, I still had to offer my personal assets and 
home as collateral to Barclays Bank to get us over the next couple of years. We managed it 
by changing product direction, by working long hours and receiving terrific support from our 
retail music shop customers. 

Though some employees quickly jumped from what they saw as a 'sinking ship', I found it 
tremendously encouraging to see many others acted totally differently and rallied around me. 
It has always been so gratifying to observe and benefit from this and I thank those who stayed 
with me during this time. 

In 1993 our local Barclays Manager, Peter Holdsworth, retired. We had always enjoyed a close 
relationship. He was prepared to support us through our difficult years and "fight our corner" 
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with the local bank directors. I know they respected him for his doggedness. When Peter 
retired, we were approached by the Yorkshire Bank and negotiations resulted in our being 
offered more beneficial terms. We banked with the Yorkshire Bank from September 1995 until 
we changed to the HSBC. 

My lessons in life on commercial survival have led me to believe in never taking from the 
Company for personal needs more than is genuinely needed. Rather it wiser to plough back 
substantial profits for the future. 

Further, not to stay in 5-star hotels at trade shows or on overseas trips, if suitable 3-4-star 
hotels are available. Never to travel first or club class if tourist class is available at an 
acceptable standard. 

John Hornby Skewes and Co Ltd. remains strong because, I believed, we have managed it 
well over so many years. 

But back to products, as without good products we would have had no company to manage. 

With such a large and diversified range, it had become uneconomical to take sufficient space 
at the British Music Fair (BMF) to provide all our display and demonstration needs.  So, we 
decided to hold our own trade show and the summer of 1996 saw our first 'EVENT’ at our 
Garforth premises. We invited all our customers to come to Garforth and over three days 
showcased our wares and networked with our suppliers and customers from all over the 
country and the world.  

For many years, we even hired a helicopter to give our suppliers and customers an aerial view 
of our local area. 

Since then the annual industry trade show BMF has, in any case, long since ceased to be 
held. With the support of suppliers' representatives and demonstrators over the years, we built 
up an important event in the dealers' calendar - our annual EVENT, which was held each June 
until 2015, a year which coincided with the Golden Jubilee celebrations.  

In 1998 we decided to publish a magazine aimed at the end-user to promote all the products 
that we distributed through the retail trade. We launched GEAR magazine which went from 
strength to strength with a print run of up to 200,000 copies per issue. The magazine, under 
the direction of our Publicity Manager Simon Turnbull (and his team with then Editor Gibson 
Keddie), built up a reputation as an interesting 'read' welcomed by musicians, many of whom 
picked up their copies from the music shops to whom we supplied free of charge counter 'give-
aways'.  

In 2014 we decided to make the publication available 'online' and this was originally online on 
the John Hornby Skewes and Co Ltd website but has since migrated to Facebook, Instagram 
and a Twitter presence. 

GEAR was not, in fact, our first Company publication for in 1979 we launched a monthly 
newsletter for our trade customers entitled 'Skewes News'. It lasted for only a short number of 
years but was an ideal way to present our products - particularly new ones - to our music shop 
accounts. 

Over the years we have seen the value of working with product designers as well as 
professional musicians to ensure we provide end users with instruments of the highest 
specification and product build. 

On the product development side, John Hornby Skewes and Co Ltd have always been active 
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in working with 'ideas people' to create unique new products such as the SpongeBob 
SquarePants and Beano ranges. Even in the early years of the company we brought to the 
market products which shaped the musical world that we all live in today, and which to my 
surprise are now much sought after collectable vintage items such as the JHS 'ZONK Machine' 
fuzz box, the 'Shatterbox', Miles Platting amplifiers, the JHS 'Rock Box', and many more. 

Developing proprietary fretted instrument brands and the designs of them has always been 
an important part of our activities. 

Looking back again to earlier days we developed ranges like the unique and very successful 
Encore round back acoustic series, the 'A' Series and '605 Coaster' electric guitar ranges. 
Encore became a world-beater, setting millions of players on the road to enjoying the guitar.  

In 1993 a single model was responsible for setting us on a new path, the Encore VS1, where 
we set out to prove what could be done to bring real high-end features to modestly priced 
electric guitars. The VS1, and its siblings, VS2 and VS3 were loaded with genuine USA Lace 
Sensor pickups, premium Grover tuners, and for the vibrato bridge, we decided to use the 
amazing Wilkinson VS10. This brought us into contact with Trev Wilkinson who actually came 
to our Garforth workshops and personally fitted the VS10’s to the majority of what would 
become a benchmark product, such a beginning to what is definitely the most important 
collaboration we have ever had with any of our many product designers. 

Stuck for a name for this amazingly well-specified guitar we plumped upon Encore Vintage 
Series and registered the Vintage name. Over several years, Trev and John Hornby Skewes 
& Co Ltd & Co Ltd sparred and collaborated loosely until one fateful Spring day in 2003 at 
Music Messe Frankfurt Trev and our Managing Director Dennis Drumm were critiquing some 
of our latest products. So, the story goes, Trev was a touch scathing about something, and 
Dennis 'challenged' him to come on board and put his money where his mouth was. 

The result was the launch of the Vintage Reissued series which has grown into one of the 
most successful guitar brands in the world and is sold in nearly one hundred countries. 

One thing led to another with Vintage growing in stature, and also bringing some of the very 
first 'distressed' electric guitars to the market with the 'ICON Series'. This led, in 2007, to John 
Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd acquiring Trev's signature guitar line, Fret-King. 

The John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd-Trev Wilkinson connection is an enduring one. 

Folk music has always been an important part of the market, sometimes more obviously than 
others, but certainly, in 2015, it was HUGE. It's also a genre full of skilled and knowledgeable 
players demanding great care and attention to ensure that the specialist instruments used 
really do meet the aspirations and playing needs of folk musicians. 

We entered into a design partnership in 2011 with Pilgrim designer and folk musician Paul 
Tebbutt who had for many, many years been a customer of the company.  

Going back to the 1980s he had brought to the market some amazing UK produced acoustic 
guitars with synthetic compound parabolic backs. Paul's skills as a folk musician, an exponent 
of the banjo, an accomplished mandolin and fiddle player, and his background in industrial 
design manufacturing, all created the ideal platform to create what has become the 
internationally successful Pilgrim range of folk instruments. 

One of the most demanding product categories, Brass and Woodwind, has always been an 
area we have been involved in with our Odyssey brand and various third-party ranges.  
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However, in 2010 we were introduced to master craftsman Peter Pollard who had a strong 
history of involvement with the brass and woodwind section as a designer, repairer, technician, 
manufacturing consultant, topic lecturer, examiner and builder of peerless custom 
instruments. 

Peter had long desired to cooperate with a commercial partner with a 'like mind'. He wished 
to prove to the world exactly what can be achieved when there is a determination to bring 
instruments to the market which are imbued with nearly half a century of knowledge, and a 
clear mandate not to cut a single corner in manufacturing. The objective being to get 
instruments into the hands of beginners, improving players and to drive their progress forward 
because of the quality of the instruments. 

This struck a chord with us. It was exactly the approach we had been taking with our Vintage, 
Fret- King, Pilgrim and other brands, so why not with Brass and Woodwind? 

In just five short years we grew the Odyssey brand from just a few entry-level instruments to 
be one of the most respected and trusted brasswind brands, covering the gamut of orchestral 
and brass band instruments and delivering a quality/value pairing setting Odyssey apart from 
any other makes on the market. 

Business is not all about the bottom line, it's also about creating something worthwhile, 
something of value, something trusted and something which adds to people's experiences. 

Our designers use to tell us that one of the things they love about working with John Hornby 
Skewes & Co Ltd is that we never, ever, say to any of them "No, we can't do that, it will make 
the item too expensive.". We have never had to!! 

On the artiste side, we have been lucky enough to work with some great players over the 
years. The older folks amongst you will remember our association with players like Phil Collen, 
Gerry Cot, Alvin Lee, Billy Preston, Status Quo, Adrian Smith.... ...it's a long list!  

Across our brands, we have had a huge list of endorsees from Rock greats like Jim Cregan 
and Bobby Tench, to country stars like Jimmy Capps and Hoot Hester. Yes, we have an ever 
growing family of signature artistes such as Mick Abrahams, Thomas Blug, Paul Brett, Danny 
Bryant, Raymond Burley, Dave 'Bucket' Colwell, Jerry Donahue, John Etheridge, Gordon 
Giltrap, John Jorgensen, Graham Oliver, Midge Ure, Geoff Whitehorn, Gregg Wright and many 
more, and a range of Joe Brown endorsed ukuleles. 

  



 

 

100 

  



 

 

101 

Chapter 11: Still Scooting About 
“I may not have gone where I intended to go, but I think I have ended up where I 

needed to be.” - Douglas Adams, The Long Dark Tea-Time of the Soul 

I celebrated my 80th birthday in November 2013 and hosted a luncheon on Friday, 8 
November, to which I invited many friends and relatives from within and outside the music 
industry. 

It was a pleasure to have industry competitors and retailers David Briggs (Dawsons Music); 
Michael Doughty (Stentor Music); Gareth Haines (Normans Music); Paul Nuttall (Reidy's 
Home of Music), Bob Wilson (Sound Technology) and others join the party.  

Present amongst the guests were musician friends including product consultants and 
designers together with players who use our various instrument brands, and it was a joy to 
mingle with Jerry Donahue, Peter Pollard, Trev Wilkinson, James Kitchen (Diago Ltd), Tom 
Jackson (the architect who designed our Head Office building and over the years other of our 
premises), Chris Wilton (from Hartley & Worstenholme, the solicitors acting for our Company), 
Gary Taylor and Roland Flower (from Rathbone Brothers plc. our pensions and investments 
advisers), Graham Robinson (of Kirk Newsholme, our auditors and financial advisers). 

For many years I had endured high blood pressure with an ever-changing list of medication to 
help keep it under control. 

In November 2013, just after my 80th birthday celebrations, I was taken ill in Tenerife while on 
a golfing holiday with my friend Derek Metcalf. 

On reaching the hospital in Las Americas I was diagnosed with a leaking Aorta heart valve. I'll 
never know why the doctors who had been treating me in the UK had not suggested I saw a 
cardiologist years before. Unfortunately, the heart failure caught up with me in Tenerife and 
after a few days in hospital I was accompanied home by a UK doctor who had flown out to the 
island. 

Back home a number of tests were conducted which confirmed surgery was needed. On 
Monday, 13 January 2014 I had the operation to replace the damaged valve and that of a 
blocked artery. 

I was fortunate to be under the care of a very successful surgeon, Kalyana Javangula, whom 
my daughter Linda researched to find. He had an excellent track record and after the usual 
couple of days in intensive care. I was back on a normal hospital ward. 

Unfortunately, disaster struck on the evening of Thursday, 16 January 2014. I had suffered 
from diverticulitis for years. Unfortunately, the pouches in my bowel perforated leading to 
peritonitis and the need for immediate surgery to save my life. 

Fortunately, Mr Javangula was still at the Leeds General Infirmary, and he arranged a scan 
which quickly identified the problem. He then urgently arranged for a bowel specialist, Mr 
Dermot Burke, from St James' Hospital to bring his team to the LGI. 

I had an urgent, major intestinal operation in the early hours of the morning of Friday, 17 
January 2014. 

Due to the prompt action, diligence and skill of these two surgeons my life was saved. It really 
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was touch and go with the second operation because one is not really expected to survive two 
four hour plus surgical operations within five days of each other. 

My recovery over the next months was to be slow and difficult.  

After some weeks in hospital I went into the nursing section of Wetherby Manor, a retirement 
home close to where I live. Daily for some weeks I had an open wound dressed. Gradually my 
body healed, and then I had to build up body strength. A long and tedious task especially given 
I am not known for my patience. 

I returned to my home at the end of April 2014 and started to exercise by walking around 
Wetherby and occasionally visiting my business premises. 

I joined in the annual John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd June EVENT activities and started to 
play a little golf again. 

During my time in the retirement home I witnessed so many amusing incidents. One could 
write a book about such residences! 

When I was able to walk around the premises a little, I started to eat my meals with some of 
the self-contained residents in their dining room. There were about eight of us, most much 
older than me. We were served by carers many of whom were part-timers. One day during 
breakfast smoke started to rise from the toaster in the corner of the room and this set off the 
fire alarm for the whole building. 

Once the alarm started all the senior staff for all the floors had to go immediately to the main 
reception area so that steps could be taken, if necessary, to evacuate all the residents from 
the building. 

Much inconvenience to all, and more so if, as in this case, the alarm was a false one. 

After a few minutes the carer from our dining room, who was the cause of such disruption, 
returned to our locality and her first words were: "I don't know what all the fuss is about- it was 
only a bit of burnt toast". 

In our dining room we had a nice but very deaf lady called Thelma. One of the carers was 
forever shouting at this poor dear with words such as "Do you want tea, or do you want 
coffee?" 

One day after breakfast was over and the carer had walked 99-year-old Bob back to his room, 
I caught up with her outside the dining room in which the remaining residents including Thelma 
were still seated. 

I said: "I don't want to offend you, but could I have a word about deafness?" She said, "No 
problem John, what do you want to say?" I pointed to my ears and said: "Look, I myself have 
two hearing aids fitted. My hearing aid consultant said to me that when one is trying to 
communicate with a deaf person one should never shout. Just get close face-to-face with the 
person, find out which is that person's best ear and then speak slowly and distinctly." 

I continued to the carer; "I hope I haven't offended you". "Not at all John" she replied. So, as I 
walked off down the corridor back to my room in the nursing section, she entered the dining 
room and I heard her walk up to the deaf lady and loudly shout "Which is your best ear 
Thelma?" 

One Sunday when I was in the retirement home a friend called George Staples came to see 
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me. The office was closed so to gain entry he had to ring the main doorbell. A part-time carer 
happened to be passing along inside and released the door for George to enter the reception 
area. 

"Can I help?" she asked. "Yes" George replied, "I've come to visit John Skewes". He was 
stupefied as she said "Oh! He's died'. 

"No, no," George said, "I've just been speaking to his wife Madge". "Oh" she said, "It must be 
a different John then." 

As we entered 2015, my health had improved somewhat, and I and John Hornby Skewes & 
Co Ltd now looked forward to the company Golden anniversary year. My how the time had 
flown by! 

In 1965, Madge and I started up in such a small way, trading from our living room and here 
we were 50 years later with a large established business operating out of the most modern 
and extensive premises.  

The premises used by John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd are owned by JHS Warehousing & 
Distribution Ltd. This latter company was established in 1988 at the time of our involvement 
with the bankers Brown Shipley. 

With the bankers holding a 20% share option in John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd, it was thought 
prudent to form a second company to protect some of the family wealth. 

Apart from owning the land and property, this second company was used as the vehicle to 
purchase Ivor Mairants Musicentre. It was also used to hold the rights of some trademarks, 
this to bring income into the second company from the trading company’s usage of 
merchandise sold under the marks. 

By 2020, all these activities had been transferred from the second company to John Hornby 
Skewes & Co Ltd, leaving it (JHS warehousing & Distribution Ltd) solely as a property-owning 
entity receiving income from the trading company to the benefit of the beneficiaries of the 
same trusts I had set up many years before. 

Towards the end of 2015, at the grand age of 82, I gave a great deal of thought regarding the 
future of John Hornby Skewes & Co Ltd, my future and my involvement. I found it very hard to 
make a decision and accept that it was probably time for me to retire.  

Even before my illness at the end of 2013, and into 2014, I had gradually been leaving major 
decisions to my son in law Dennis, as he was not only the Managing Director, but conversed 
far more with the requirements of 21st century trading in products and technology. 

After my two serious surgical operations in January 2014, my gradual return to the office had 
in any case, not gone down well with Dennis as I often put forward proposals, suggestions 
and ideas that he understandingly found contrary to his own. 

The company was also having problems in trademark disputes and in maintaining market 
share. 

The former, including design and trademark conflicts with Gibson, could have been better 
handled and early negations with the USA company would have resulted in a settlement 
satisfactory to both companies during the initial dispute exchanges. 

As it was the disputes dragged on for years at great financial cost to the company at a level 
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that would have been unsustainable without the substantial financial reserves that had been 
built up to meet any needed contingencies. 

When settlement was finally reached with Gibson, it was based on what would have been 
achieved years before by prudent guitar design and sensible negotiation. On reflection I blame 
myself for not insisting on us doing so in the same way I had done in the early 1980s when 
our single cut electric guitar design was just slightly modified with Gibson’s acceptance. 

We were however very fortunate from 2012 to have as our lawyers in the USA the firm of 
Bienstock and Michael LCC (which from 2016 amalgamated with Scarinci Hollenbeck) with 
Ronald S Bienstock himself acting for us and personally deeply involved in conducting our 
defence against Gibson’s fresh  claims. We had believed that those that started in 2002, which 
could likely have been settled at that time, had petered out by 2004. 

However fresh claims were presented to us in 2012 by Gibsons new lawyers. 

We launched much detailed defence over the next years and Dennis Drumm worked tirelessly 
to present our defence. Finally, in 2017 settlement was reached in the USA court between 
ourselves and Gibson Inc, the terms of which are confidential. 

We are however now pleased in 2021 to be able to sell to the worldwide market Vintage guitars 
in the styles as shown on our website. 

Regarding general trade and market share, times had been changing within the industry with 
larger retailers and chains purchasing many budget and standard instruments and 
accessories directly from overseas factories rather than from importers and wholesalers. 

Our own developed brands remains very strong both domestically and in overseas markets, 
and our exclusive distribution of some international brands in the UK and Europe were holding 
up well, but our sales of budget priced products to the mass merchandisers and large retail 
music shop chains were affected. 

Despite challenging times, 2015 was a momentous and superb year for the company. We had 
reached our 50th trading year and this was a cause for celebration. 

Our Golden Jubilee was a magnificent Event held from the 7th -10th June 2015. The 
organisation for the occasion was well handled mainly by my daughter Linda and her husband 
Dennis and supported by scores of suppliers, customers, and industry friends. 

Attending the daily events, we had the usual Event support from our product designer and 
performance friends Trevor Wilkinson, Gordon Giltrap, Peter Pollard, Paul Tebbutt, Paul Brett 
and many others.  

On the evening of the last day we held a celebration party with performances by many of our 
artiste friends and to cap it all a firework display as a finale! 

We had published a celebratory brochure recording a history of the first 50 years of the 
company and all attendees went away with this publication as a memento of the occasion. 

Maintaining ongoing year turnover levels and the staffing and infrastructure needed for the 
future was however challenging. In 2016 Madge, daughter Karen and I decided to resign from 
the company and terminate our directorships in John Hornby Skewes & Co. Ltd, but we all 
retained our directorships in the property-owning company JHS Warehousing and Distribution 
Ltd. 
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Since then both companies have continued to operate under a hardworking and dedicated 
Board of Directors and staff. 

The Board of Linda, Dennis, Paul Smith and George Bell have had to face and overcome 
some very changing times. 

Since 2016 I have hardly ever visited the company premises but from various updates 
provided by Dennis, plus reading Gear magazine online, and company news on the JHS 
website I have gleaned a picture of the challenges that have been faced and triumphed over. 

Much restructuring both in product and personnel had been needed to place the company in 
a viable trading position for the future achieved by Linda, Dennis, Paul Smith and their team.  

This strength, together with a very positive attitude toward future trading, lead the company , 
in 2021, to completely redesign their website. 

On any internet browser, go to www.jhs.co.uk and there you will see the superb informative 
pages on products with links and videos covering the extensive and full range of instruments 
and accessories that are available from retail outlets. 

Throughout the U.K. and abroad there are thousands of such stores and online traders 
handling the various product ranges. 

Though JHS as a manufacturing and importing company does not itself deal directly with the 
public, their associated retail trading company, Ivor Mairants Musicentre has an online 
presence to meet the requirements of prospective customers. 

Then in 2020, like all companies being hit by the Covid-19 pandemic, the year was an 
unexpected setback. However, from a strong financial position and experience in trading in 
varied sectors of the music industry JHS was, and still is, better placed than many other 
manufacturers and distributors to survive and grow. 

From a personal perspective, Madge and I now live quietly in our own apartment in Wetherby. 
We no longer travel abroad, and I gave up playing golf in November 2019. We both however, 
continued to drive, mainly to local shops, and in 2020, I purchased a mobility scooter! This 
allowed me to whiz around Wetherby, and on many days, drive down the river Wharfe at the 
town bridge and ‘park and walk’ for half an hour or more.  

Apart from business news about the two companies, and Linda and Dennis’s activities and 
involvement in those, Madge and I annually keep friends and family up to date with other  news 
by way of our annual December mail out. 

This is what we circulated in December 2020. 

“Hi All 

Madge and I approach the end of a tumultuous year, both now aged 87, in amazement that 
the world is in such a state. 

We continue to live in our own ‘Old People’s Home’ apartment and take care to protect 
ourselves as much as possible. 

For the first time ever in 65 years of married life, we have not stayed even once away from 
home! 

http://www.jhs.co.uk/
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So, no holidays, but we have been meeting up with friends and relatives at restaurants and at 
private residences when restrictions allowed. 

No additions to great grandchildren this year.  

Eldest daughter Linda (and husband Dennis Drumm) continue to run JHS & Co Ltd. 

Of their children, Dominic (partner Megan and their daughter Isla) live in York and Dominic 
joined the Police Force this year. 

Daniel, their other son, (partner Audrey) continue to live in Norway, Audrey’s home country, 
and run a music production company. 

Linda’s eldest son James Sweeting (wife Jenny and children Charlie, Libby and Jake) live in 
the Cheltenham area and James is Head of legal for the PLC Superdry. 

Linda’s other son Andrew Sweeting (wife Laura) are both now living in New York, where 
Andrew has launched the USA branch of the florists Flowerbx. 

Second daughter Karen (husband Roy Malcolm) live in the Wakefield area in a house with 
land. Both now retired they have plenty to do breeding and showing rabbits, keeping chickens 
and growing vegetables. 

Their daughter Jennifer (partner Mark) continues to undertake secretarial work (mostly from 
her Garforth home) for Leeds Beckett University. 

Their son Peter still works for a company providing security services. 

So, back to Madge and myself. 

We both still drive our cars, mainly these days just to supermarkets and farm shops with visits 
to pubs for lunches, with friends when restrictions allow. 

We meet with my sister Barbara (husband John Gorman) and sometimes with Barbara’s 
daughter Wendy (husband David Brook) and daughter Ruth (husband John Tunnicliffe) at a 
pub for lunch, halfway between Beverley (where they all live) and Wetherby (where we live). I 
have bought a new mobility scooter with a hood and I buzz around Wetherby, and I also park 
down by the river bridge and regularly walk for half a mile or more.  

Our health has not been too bad, though we’ve both had to make private hospital day visits 
this year for tests for stomach and other complaints, which pleasingly didn’t result in anything 
too serious. 

We continue to take care of ourselves here in our apartment, without outside help apart from 
granddaughter Jennifer’s Sunday visits, and are pleased with our views of the river and playing 
fields. 

With the floor to ceiling windows in out lounge we can watch wildlife and the world go by 
without having to stand up from our armchairs and settee! 

I spend much time on my iPad, great fun, and we view much TV and Madge still enjoys 
reading, baking and cooking and keeping in touch by FaceTime and visits (when allowed) with 
our great grandchildren. 

Let’s hope the vaccines allow us to all enjoy 2021 and make it a better year than 2020.  
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Included in the newsletter that Madge and I circulated at that time was the story of the day in 
November 2020, when I fell off my scooter near the Wetherby library and badly cut both my 
legs. I have extracted it to tell it now in more detail. 

At the time shopkeepers and two policemen kindly came to my assistance and an ambulance 
was called for. 

After more than an hour waiting, the ambulance still had not arrived, so the policemen kindly 
drove me in their car to Harrogate hospital. 

You can imagine the stares I got when, as an eighty-six-year-old man, I was accompanied 
into A&E by two uniformed officers! My grandsons Peter Malcolm and Dominic Drumm, one 
being in the security business and the other a policeman himself, would both have been 
impressed! My wounds were cleaned and dressed and after some weeks finally healed. 

There are so many more additional events that have occurred in my life and years in business, 
but this has not a story of all of them, but merely a glimpse of some of them. We all have 
private thoughts of guilt, pleasure, sadness anger and disappointment and so some events 
are too personally painful to expose to others but nevertheless, I hope my anecdotes and 
stories from memory are read with interest and enjoyment. 

As my dear wife Madge says, “You cannot always forget, but you can always forgive”. 

To quote Søren Aabye Kierkegaard, the Danish philosopher, ‘Life must be lived forwards, but 
it can only be understood backwards.’  

And so, God willing, he gives me time to write a second Tome but, in the meantime, life 
continues to be a rollercoaster! 
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John Hornby Skewes 

John Hornby Skewes was born in Doncaster in 1933 and, after several years as a 
travelling sales representative, started his own musical distribution business over 50 years 

ago. In these memoirs, he regales you with some of the experiences and escapades he 
has had during his time in business and participation in his hobby as a golfer. 
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