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Still linger, in our Northern clime, 
Some remnants of the good old time; 
And still, within our valleys here, 
We hold the kindred title dear, 
Even when, perchance, it’s far-
fetched claim 
To Southern ear sounds empty 
name; 
For course of blood, our proverbs 
deem, 
Is warmer than the mountain-
stream. 

Sir Walter Scott 
Introduction to Canto Sixth 
"Marmion" 

 
Dismantling and Removal, Scot-
land 2006 

For one who is still very much at the 
beginning stages in learning the or-
gan builder's art, it is with some de-
gree of temerity that I venture to 
comment upon the work at hand on 
this instrument.  The illustrious pro-
fession of organ builder offers many 
unique experiences and insights into 
the world of these fascinating instru-
ments, both past and present, but 
this is the work of years.  The op-
portunity to travel to Scotland in this 
capacity in 2006 was inestimably 
valuable and most enriching in this 
respect.  As far as organs and organ 
building are concerned, it would be 
quite understandable that not a few 
would question the significance of 
Scotland in this respect.  Through 

working in Scotland with Michael 
and Andrew MacDonald,  as well as 
Gordon Harrison, organ build-
ers, one in fact comes to the conclu-
sion that in the past this profession 
was a very lively and real part of the 
working economy and communal 
life of Scotland and was the profes-
sion of choice for a very large num-
ber of men in the 19th through to the 
20th century.  The story of MacDon-
ald's work over thirty years is testi-
mony to this fact and to the un-
doubted significance of this art in 
Scotland's cultural & artistic histo-
ry.  We were entertained in the full-
est respect by the many wonderful 
stories, insights, historical observa-
tions, witty asides, anecdotes and 
jokes of Michael MacDonald, that 
without exaggeration every day pro-
vided a new opportunity for more 
stories and laughter of the first or-
der.  During the weeks of our work 
there, there was not one instance 
that I can recall when a story or joke 
was repeated.  What is to be remem-
bered however is that these stories 
provide a backdrop and a landscape 
that is part of the whole story of the 
Miller Organ, and which supplies 
the colour, shade and texture, giving 
a complete impression of time, 
place, and community that together 
form the history of this organ.    

It was in fact the first time I had 
ever travelled to those Northern re-
gions of the Britannic Isles, but one 
whose worthy interest and romantic 
appeal simply commanded my at-
tention and aroused my imagination 
from the outset.  In my minds eye, 

The J R Miller Organ 
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one imagined a bleak and wind-
swept landscape, clinging wearily, 
yet with purpose to its spot in the 
Northern Atlantic Sea.  It was vi-
sions of dark skies and impenetrable 
mists, chill winds and torrents of 
rain, in grimness only to be matched 
by the dour and stalwart populace 
who bracingly cling to so seemingly 
inhospitable a place, which filled 
my mind with a thousand vivid fan-
cies.  Of course one can't help con-
juring up lonely highland pipers 
standing atop castellated turrets 
wheezing out a baleful dirge; but 
this, I firmly decided, was all part of 
a common misconception, best lain 
aside on one's first visit to a place.  
One thing that is plain to any visitor 
to Scotland for any purpose whatev-
er  is that it is a place with a very 
strong, unique and lasting identity 

that manifests itself in so many in-
teresting ways.  This was certainly 
the case in our visit to the lovely 
city of Perth from May through to 
July in 2006; a visit to a place with a 
fascinating history for a fascinating 
purpose in any consideration there-
of.  I am delighted to say that it was 
a visit attended by a good deal of 
fair weather, convivial company, 
laughter, culinary satisfaction and 
rich cultural experiences.  

When presenting the case for the 
general consideration of the enthusi-
ast, the professional organ builder, 
the organist, or to any who would 
chance to peruse the progress of an 
old organ (from so unlikely an 
origin), gradually our work on this 
project to date has slowly come to 
reflect, in my mind, the many stories 
and people who have had to do with 
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it so far.  If there is any one thing 
that I can relay about the craft in 
general, and of this organ in particu-
lar, is that within the very fabric of 
the instrument a story is contained.  
This is something that I think any 
organ builder could express, and is 
one thing that makes this work in 
particular so attractive to many.   
Each instrument has its own story to 
tell; a story that contains not only 
the thoughts, ideas and technical 
details of design, but one that tells a 
story of life, love, humanity; of 
place and time and of all the idio-
syncrasies of the individual person-
alities of the many craftsmen who 
created these marvellous instru-
ments in the first place.  It is indeed 
a very rich and rewarding aspect of 
the craft to read and listen to these 
stories and the voices of past build-

ers, told in the instruments they have 
left behind them as a monument to 
posterity.  The Perth town hall organ 
has all of these elements in abun-

dance.  

The organ was originally construct-
ed by J.R. Miller of Dundee for the 
previous Town Hall in 1884. In 
1911 the same firm was responsible 
for its removal to the present hall 
(now decommissioned, being re-
placed by a modern edifice with no 
plans for a new instrument).  It is 
very unlikely that there were any 
major changes enacted at this time, 
beyond those which are inevitable in 
the process of removing and rebuild-
ing.  There were, however, no ap-
preciable changes to the layout or 
the fabric of the organ, beyond the 
elevation of the oak panelling to a 
new position in the new City Hall, 
which required new oak panelling to 
be installed down to the stage level.  
Thus the organ remained till 1957, 
when major changes were carried 
out by Henry Willis & Sons Ltd.  
The mechanism was electrified, and 
a new four manual console was in-
stalled at a lower level in the case-
work.  Having left a gap where the 
old console was formerly located, it 
was decided to fill this with a row of 
dummy pipes.  At this time 
the general specification was en-
larged from 41 stops distributed 
over 3 manuals to the current 54 
stops over 4 manuals.  Regrettably, 
due to the practice then current 
in British organ building, this in-
crease in the pipework was supplied 
by second-hand Compton pipework 
and chests.  Although not at all unu-
sual for the time in which these 
changes were carried out, they are 
none-the-less a diminishing feature 
in the overall sound and tonal effect 
of this organ, the general desire be-
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ing to give the impression that the 
organ was in fact an original 
"Willis" creation, in total disregard 
for and negation of the great quanti-
ty of second hand material therein 
contained.  Insofar as the original 
pipework would allow, the pipework 
was summarily re-voiced in a 
"Willis" fashion on higher pressures 
throughout.  This was carried out, 
no doubt, to give more strength and 
power to the tone, thus giving the 
overall impression of a "Willis" in-
strument, of a piece with the many 
other organs of this 
make throughout not only the Brit-
ish Isles, but the Empire in general.  

In the 1980s the organ was provided 
with a clean and an overhaul by 
Messrs Rushworth & Dreaper, but 
no tonal or structural changes were 
introduced at that time, save for the 
installation of a modern solid-state, 
low-voltage switching and combina-
tion system.  The modest nature of 
this work is certainly not the impres-
sion one receives from the Rush-
worth & Dreaper name-plate on the 
console however, with claims to the 
effect that a total rebuild was carried 
out at this time. This was, however, 
simply not the case. This notwith-
standing, the organ (till the time of 
its eventual removal to Perth West-
ern Australia for a total renewal, and 
rebuild), preserved the state in 
which it was left after the 1957 re-
build.  Despite the various detracto-
ry aspects afflicting the overall in-
tegrity of the instrument in its post 
1957 condition, there is every indi-
cation that there is an old voice to 
this organ waiting to come to life 
again.  Although for a British Town 

Hall instrument it is comparatively 
diminutive, it has moreover a tone 
and presence that is most impressive 
and grand. It is hoped that the cur-
rent work of restoration and renewal 
will only enlarge upon this most 
agreeable quality.  In hearing this 
instrument played in situ in Perth 
Scotland, one has the impression 
that beneath the layers and accumu-
lated grit of time there is a really 
quite grand, yet hitherto somnolent 
Victorian lady awaiting her redis-
covery.   

The Rebuild begins. 

This process began upon her landing 
in Perth in a very full and heavy 40’ 
sea container.  It was a cold August 

afternoon when the doors were 
opened to reveal the contents exact-
ly as we packed and sealed them in 
Perth, Scotland some two months 
earlier.   Another two weeks saw the 
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delivery of an onsite container in 
which to store the dismantled organ 
for the duration of its rebuild.  Early 
in September 2006 the 8 main man-
ual chests (2 Gt Low Pressure, 1 Gt 
High Pressure, 2 Sw Low Pressure, 
2 Sw High Pressure and 1 Solo) 
were stripped back to the grid, thus 
began the work which will take us to 
the end of 2008.    

From the earliest stages of the work, 
it was evident that serious problems 
existed in the most vital components 
of this organ: the windchests.  Many 
times the tables had been glued, 
dowelled, screwed and now they 
resembled a patchwork quilt of 
splits, countersunk screwheads and 
the endgrain of hammered in dow-
els.  The condition of these tables on 
6 chests necessitated their being 
completely removed  and new ma-
rine ply tables epoxy glued into po-
sition.  The extra work set us back in 
the schedule by at least 6 weeks as it 
required the stripping of the channel 
walls, re-sizing the old wood,  re-
drilling the many holes through the 
table into the channels, installing 
new bearers and slider seals.  

The old pressure pneumatic motors 
were discarded save the wooden 
leaves of the actual wedge motors 
which have been releathered and 
installed on their original base board 
into new enclosed exhaust pneumat-
ic under-action boxes.  

There are many new chests for this 
organ including the Bombarde/Tuba 
division of 73 pipes, pneumatically 
driven off note chests for the largest 
notes of the Diapason No. 2, Octave 
Diapason 4.  New chests and im-
posts rails for the Pedal Open Dia-

pason 16’ and Phonon Diapason 8, 
new top note chests for Gt and Sw 
LP, Sw HP.   

Modified chests include the Gt HP 
chest which carries Tromba 8 and 
Clarion 4.  This was one long chest 
(2.8m) and is now two short chests 
running parallel with a walkboard 
down the centre.  The enormous 
pedal chests have been modified to 
carry two extra ranks which were 
previously on one unit chest (Choral 



11 

 

Bass 4 and Mixture III 17,19,22).  
This has been done by the addition 
of new tone channels interleaved 
between the existing tone channels 
providing air to Subbass 16, Flute 
Bass 8’ and Trombone 16’. Ironical-
ly, given the size of these chests, 
(2.6m x .8 x .4m each) the cross 
sectional area of the tone channels 
was marginal to say the least and 
would not have coped with the air 
demands of extra pipes standing 
over these channels. New longer and 
wider pneumatic motors have been 
installed to cope with the extra pal-
let spring pressure.  By adding new 
channels it allows the  4’ and Mixt 
III to stand ‘between’ the Flute Bass 
8’ and 
Trombone 
16’, thus 
speaking 
clearly into 
free space, 
given the 
big tapered 
wood reso-
nators of the 
Trombone 
are quite 
narrow at 
the boot. 

The excellently made double rise 
bellows to the Gt and Sw (2.6m x 
1.1m each) have been stripped down 
and new re-leathered, along with the 
slightly smaller Solo and Pedal divi-
sion bellows.  New ‘floating plate’ 
regulators have been made for the 
HP work including the Bom-
barde/Tuba 16/8 which has its own 
HP blower, raising 15” of air.  This 
division is quite independent from 
the rest of the organ and is now 

completely playable from a key-
board we have rigged up for the pur-
pose. 

At the time of writing, all divisions 
now have air with the two new low 
speed Ventus blowers in their own 
sound proof boxes (1.1m3 each).  
The Open Wood 16’ pipes have 
been restored, with many splits 
fixed by inserting slips of wood into 
the deep cracks.  They are mounted 
along the back wall behind the Gt 
and will be connected to the Pedal 
bellows air supply within the next 
few weeks.  The two enclosures 
have been mounted and await a new 
coat of paint before the racks and 
stays are installed.  

Future work 

With the collaboration of Thomas 
Heywood, Organ Consultant to Hai-
leybury College and based on his 
wealth of experience in performing 
on concert organs, we have deter-
mined to retrieve some of that which 
was lost during the Willis rebuild 
but at the same time, provide an 
instrument which will best serve the 
College and put to best use the pipe-
work which we have inherited.   

The Great has a few particularly 
weak areas, which will be ameliorat-
ed through the judicious voicing of 
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existing pipework but also the addi-
tion of a Phonon Diapason on a unit 
chest. Although not on higher pres-
sure or with leathered upper lip, this 
addition will provide a stronger 
foundation to the Diapason chorus, 
which even in Perth, Scotland, was 
noticeably weak.   The Clarabel will 
be removed in favour of the Stopped 
Diapason 8’ from the old Choir divi-
sion.  Indeed, the toeboard on which 
it will stand still bears the stamping 
“Stopped Diapason”.  Similarly, the 
Seventeenth will be removed and 
the Choir’s Spitz Gamba 8’ will 
stand above this slider, which is 
stamped “Viola”.  Other changes are 
needed to the Flute 4 and a reconsti-
tution of the Mixt III will be carried 
out.  Many alterations to original 
pipe work have occurred over the 
years and as best as we can ascer-
tain, original voicing will be re-
stored. 

The Swell will see a shuffle around 
of ranks, returning the Lieblich 
Bourdon 16’ to 
the enclosure 
after a sojourn on 
its own unit chest 
for the pedal di-
vision at the 
1957 rebuild.  It 
was truly pathetic 
in this role.  The 
Waldhorn 16’ 
will be returned 
to HP and the 
Sesquialtera II (a 
Willis addition to 
HP) moved to a 
spare slider on 
the Swell LP.  
The additional 

rank on the Mixt will be retained 
and the whole of the Mixt IV will be 
moved forward on the HP chest to 
make more room for the Waldhorn 
16’ immediately behind.   

The whole of the Solo division is in 
good condition and was installed in 
the1957 rebuild. It has only 6 ranks, 
but is of generous scaling and stands 
in its oversized enclosure with plen-
ty of acoustic space around all pipes. 

No major changes are envisaged for 
the Pedal division, except the provi-
sion of the Gt Violone 16’ to the 
pedal at 16’, 8’ and 4’ levels. As 
mentioned earlier, the Lieblich 
Bourdon 16’ will be removed to the 
Sw enclosure, but as it is to be plant-
ed on the main chest, cannot be ex-
tended independently to the Pedal.  
Therefore a new Bass Flute 8 will be 
manufactured to stand on the pedal 
chests. 

The console will retain four manuals 
(61/32) with the lowest keyboard 

Pipes of the refurbished enclosed Solo division 
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ment has added inappropriate and 
often unmusical additions to this 
particular instrument.  With the ad-
vantage of hindsight, it is easy to see 
the error in the ways of well inten-
tioned others, but we must exercise 
utmost care so as not to fall into a 
similar trap of pandering to current 
fashions, smug in the thoughts of 
our own rightness.   Therefore, it is 
with humility and diligence that we 
attempt to revitalize the Miller 
sounds, as best as we can ascertain 
from the information available.  
Needless to say, Miller was not per-
fect in his work, and some additions 
made by Willis and others need to 
remain, because they serve to aug-
ment a weak division, add valuable 
tone colour to the chorus, or in-

becoming a coupling manual with 
the capacity to draw some extension 
work on unit chests.  As the existing 
console is replete with 4’ and 16’ 
inter-manual couplers as well as the 
usual sub-octave and super-octave 
couplers to each manual, the instru-
ment will be highly versatile in 
terms of registration potential and 
will enable the richness of all ranks 
to be fully and easily accessed in 
recital and concert situations. 

Finally, the new casework will be 
manufactured from Victorian Ash 
timber (in keeping with the hall’s 
existing wood work) with feature 
panels of English Oak interspersed.  
There will be about 64 display pipes 
consisting of pipes from Pedal Dia-
pason 16, Phonon Diapason 8, Dia-
pason No.1 8, and Octave Diapason 
4. 

Reflection 

Now, one year on it is salutary to 
reflect upon the path our journey has 
taken us, commencing even before 
our trip to Scotland in May 2006.  
Whilst it is acknowledged that the 
client’s needs and wishes for an or-
gan of such considerable size as this 
one has become the reason for the 
translocation of this historic instru-
ment, it is also incumbent upon the 
craftsman embarking upon such a 
task to adhere as closely as possible 
to the original tonal design, keeping 
close to mind the concepts of voic-
ing, as we can best discern, which 
informed J R Miller more than a 
century ago. The ministrations of 
many organ builders, tuners and 
technicians since J R Miller have 
often been questionable, and the 
influence of the organ reform move-
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Brief History: 

1884 J R Miller (Dundee) 

1911 J R Miller relocation and enlargement 

1957 Henry Willis & Sons Ltd enlargements and new 4 manual console) 

1980 Rushworth and Dreaper solid state switching system 

2006 – 2008  Pipe Organs W.A. Pty Ltd  Major rebuilding and re-siting 

 
 
Organ Specifications: 
 

Pedal Division 
32’ Resultant Bass 1–12 drawn from 16’open wood quinted, 13-32 from 

16’ Open wood. 
16’ Open Bass 32 Open wood pipes 

crease the versatility of the organ in 
concert situations.   

But other alterations and tonal ad-
justments are most puzzling.  Why, 
for example, is the Pedal Trombone 
16’ throttled back to sound more 
like a Fagotto, or the Great Tromba 
8 too covered in tone to serve as a 
Great Chorus reed?  Why did Willis 
replace the Harmonic Flute 4’ on the 
great with a poor quality stopped 
metal flute, or a Stopped Diapason 
for a far too narrow Clarabel 8’?  
Many such questions may not find a 
definitive answer, although one can 
make educated guesses.  Fortunate-
ly, the toe boards still carry the orig-
inal rank identifications stamped 
into the timber faces by Miller, 
scoured out by others (but still legi-
ble) and new stampings indicating 
the present pipe disposition.  As far 
as possible we will re-instate the 
original pipe species.  For example, 
as we cannot fit 5 divisions (as it 
was after the 1957 rebuild) into Hai-
leybury’s main hall, the original 

choir division has been sacrificed, 
but much of the pipework will be re-
used elsewhere in this organ.  The 
Choir’s Nason flute 4’ may find a 
new home on the Great, but we are 
still hoping to source a good quality 
Harmonic Flute 4.   

The whole project has provided fas-
cinating insights into the world of 
English organ building at the turn of 
the 20th century and each element 
has its own story to tell.  It has re-
vealed many aspects of the organ 
builder’s trade in its first 100 years 
of existence, both good and bad and 
we are sure that it will harbour sto-
ries for future generations to discov-
er.  Hopefully, these stories will be 
discovered through the richness, the 
warmth, the beauty of the sound, 
which we hope to recover and re-
store to this worthy instrument. 
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16’ Open Diapason 32 Open metal pipes. Case pipes from GGG# 
16’ Violone (drawn from Great) Open metal pipes 
16’ Sub Bass 32 Stopped wood pipes 
8’  Principal extended from 16’ Open Diapason 
8’ Flute Bass New pipes 
8’  Viola extended from Great Violone 
4’ Choral Bass Metal pipes 
4’ Octave Viola extended from Gt Violone 
III Mixture (17.19.22) 
16’Trombone Wood resonators 
 
16’Bombarde from Solo division Tuba with 
8’ Tuba suboctave extension 
 

Great Division 
16’ Violone   Independent unit chest 
8’ Phonon Diapason Case work and independent unit chest 
8’ Open Diapason No.1 Metal pipes – lowest on case, balance on main chest  
8’ Open Diapason No.2  1-12 Wood, off note chest 13 – 61 metal pipes. 
8’ Stopped Diapason ex Choir  
8’ Spitz Gamba  ex Choir Viola 
4’ Octave Diapason  Case work  and main chest. open metal pipes  
4’ Principal   open metal pipes 
4’ Stopped Flute  stopped metal pipes 
2 2/3’ Twelfth  open metal pipes 
2’ Fifteenth   open metal pipes 
III Mixture   17.19.22  (re-constituted from 15.19.22) 
 
8’Tromba High pressure reeds  
4’Clarion High pressure reeds  

 
Swell Division (Enclosed) 
16’ Lieblich Bourdon Stopped wood  
8’  Geigen Diapason Open metal pipes 
8’ Lieblich Gedeckt Stopped wood pipes 
8’ Salicional Open metal pipes 
8’ Vox Angelica Open metal pipes (from TC) 
4’ Octave Geigen Open metal pipes 
4’ Suabe flute Open harmonic metal pipes 
2’ Flageolet Open metal pipes 
II Sesquialtera Open metal pipes 
IV Chorus Mixture Open metal pipes (high pressure) 
     Tremolo 
8’ Oboe Metal resonators 
16’Waldhorn Metal resonators (high pressure) 
8’ Trumpet Metal resonators (high pressure) 
4’ Clarion Metal resonators (high pressure) 
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Solo Division (Enclosed) 
8’  Violoncello Open Metal pipes 
8’ Orchestral Flute Open Metal pipes 
4’ Concert Flute Open metal pipes 
2’ Piccolo Open metal pipes 
8’ Flugel Horn Metal resonators 
8’ Corno di Bassetto Metal resonators 
    Tremolo 
8’ Tuba Metal resonators (unenclosed HP) 
 

Console (1910mm wide, 1020 deep, 1590 high) 
4 Manual Willis remote lockable console of English Oak 
with ebonised Drawstop cheeks, key cheeks and slip rails. 
Ivory drawstop heads, ivory labels, ivory naturals with ebony sharps 
Rocker tablets for couplers and other accessories 
9 couplers to Great 
4 couplers to Swell 
3 couplers to Solo 
10 couplers to 4th manual 
8 couplers to pedal 
Thumb pistons to each Swell and Great  0 –7 
Thumb pistons to Solo  0 –5 
Thumb pistons to 4th keyboard 0 – 4 
12 reversible thumb pistons 
4 reversible toe studs 
Toe studs to Pedal and Swell  0 – 7 each 
General crescendo pedal 
Pedal octave couplers cancel 
Couplers cancel 
General cancel 
Double off 
Pedal stops off 

 
Players adjustable bench 
 
Compass:   4 Manuals of 61 notes each CC – cccc,  
  Pedal-board of 32 notes CCC - g 
A = 440Hz  (tuning - Equal Temperament) 
Air pressure = w/g low pressure  approx 4”, high pressure manual reeds 6”, high 
pressure tuba and Bombarde extension 15” 
Two tremulant motors 
Concussion bellows 
4 low pressure double rise bellows (Ped, Gt, Sw, Solo) 
2 high pressure bellows (Gt, Sw 
New slider motor solenoids 


