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Boosey & Hawkes in Peace and War 1930-45* 

JOCELYN HOWELL 

Th e two names that have dominated British brass and woodwind man­
ufacture for more than 150 years are those of Boosey and of Hawkes. 

Boosey & Co. and Hawkes & Son rose from humble beginnings­
small publishing and retail businesses-LO become, in later years, a 

united and leading global company. From t.he merger of the two firms in 
1930 to the end of the Second World War Boosey & Hawkes underwen t 
many changes, developing from what was essentially a craft-based indus­
try to one with an ever-increasing emphasis on the use of mechanized 
processes and scientific precision. During this period many external fac­

tors affected the instrument manufacturing industry, and changing eco­
nomic and social conditions resulted in a lte ring markets and fluctuation 
in demand for instruments. The Depress ion brought about a substantial 
reduction in sales, wh ich continued into the early I 930s, however, busi­

ness then im proved until the War. 1 Competition from overseas obliged 

*Acknowledgements: Stephen Cottrell, J eremy Montagu, Arnold Myers, The Horni­
man Museum and Edinburgh University Collection of Hi sto ri c Musical Instruments. 
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I. just after the merge r of Boosey and Hawkes, staff had to accept a I 0% wage re­
duction as busin ess at Regent Street was not good. J. Macree in JJ&/1, FdK1m,re 
New.,Wlli!r ( 1970): 18. 
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British makers lo address both declining and expanding areas of trade 
and lo design instrument models targeted at specific genres. This is re­
flected in the models that Boosey & Hawkes chose to make and improve, 
those that were retained in production from the individual companies 
and the subsequent new developments, thus showing how the company's 
output reflected the altering market and the influence that the company 
had on shaping the sound of British music. 

Boosey commenced wind instrument manufacture in 1851 and 
Hawkes twenty-four years later in 1875; they entered a rapidly developing 
industry. During the nineteenth century, the significant social, musical, 
economic, and technological changes that took place in Britain pro­
vided a fertile environment for instrument makers; businesses grew and 
new larger companies were established, albeit some time later than on 
the continent. Finns vied for lucrative contracts for trade at home and 
abroad, most importantly from the increasing British military forces 
throughout the Empire as Britain rose as a colonial power. By the second 
half of the nineteenth century there were thousands of military and civil­
ian bands in Britain and across the Empire, all needing instruments. 
Business continued lo thrive into the twentieth century. However, the 
Depression and the General Strike during the late 1920s significantly 
affected the musical instrument manufacturing industry and its trade. 

Many firms, which were struggling with sales and stockpiling instru­
ments that became almost unsaleable, maintained professional links and 
worked together to present a united approach. In 1927, as a result of dis­
cussions between Boosey & Co., Hawkes & Son, and wind instrument 
makers Besson & Co., a common policy was adopted concerning instru­
ment prices and the reduction of working hours.1 A note in Boosey's 
workbook Instruments Brass 13 indicates that workers' wages remained at 
the 1920 rates until 1927 and then decreased by 17% from the begin­
ning of 1928.'1 There was no improvement in the economic situation by 
the end of the decade, and competition between Boosey & Co. and 
Hawkes & Son was particularly intense in relation to instrument manu­
facture, with both firms using profits from their publishing departments 
to fund th is side of business. 

In 1930 Leslie Boosey (fig. la) suggested to Ralph Hawkes (fig. lb), 
who he had met while on the board of The Performing Rights Society, 
that they should join forces and cease to be competitors; this marked a 

2. Besson, l.imitnl Oi-mt:tm:, Minu/c /look ( 19 I 7-1932): 1-IM/B&H A227 / 183: 244-245. 
3. B&I-1, Ins/rn.menls flrass /J: 1-IM/B&H A227/057. 
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(a) (b) 
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FIGURE 1. (a) Leslie Boosey; (b) Ralph Hawkes; (c) Geoffrey Hawkes. © Boosey 
& Hawkes 

pivotal point in the history of British instrume nt manufacture. The 
merger was completed on September 30, 1930, with Leslie Boosey ap­
pointed Chairman. Leslie Boosey and Ralph Hawkes assumed responsi­
bility for the publishing division, while Geoffrey Hawkes (fig. le) and 
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Evelyn Boosey concentrated on developing the instrument manufactur­
ing business.' 

Boosey's instrument production was moved to the Hawkes Edgware 
premises (the Sonorous Works) in 1931 (fig. 2), and manufacture re­
mained there until the closure of the factory in 2001. 295 Regent Street 
became the firm's head office'' and main retail department, and a profes­
sional department was opened on Denman Street;6 the latter premises 
were used for retail and repairs until about 1957.7 Branches were re­
tained in Aldershot, Manchester and Glasgow, with 'repair service cen­
tres' situated at all locations. 8 The old Boosey works at Frederick Mews 
were leased to Besson & Co. from September 1933. 

The decision of Boosey & Co. and Hawkes & Son to amalgamate en­
abled them to eliminate competition between them and to benefit from 
a united customer base. Thus they were able to attain a position of 
strength and dominance in the market. The merger provided Hawkes an 
opportunity to develop its company and further its ambition and vision.'' 
It gave Boosey the chance to move out of its cramped traditional factory 
to spacious works with contemporary mechanized manufacturing meth­
ods. In sum, the consolidation of Boosey and Hawkes created the largest 
instrument manufacturing company in Britain. The actual number of 
employees is not known; however, Hawkes in 1927 had stated that its 
workforce consisted of "200-250 skilled operators," 10 and Boosey's work­
ers had numbered at least 120 in about 1905. 11 Although the size of the 
joint workforce was by far the largest in Britain, it was still nowhere near 
as large as some companies abroad, such as Couesnon in France and 
Conn in America; 12 Conn claimed in 1925 that the number of employ­
ees in its factory engaged in the building and finishing of saxophones 
alone averaged more than 500. 13 

4. Jeremy Boosey, "Beethoven, Bellini, Ballads and Bands," /Joosry & I !awkw:; I 50th 
A1111ivenmy (1966): 4. 

5. William Waterhouse, The New /,angwill hufrx (London: Tony Bingham, 1993), 40. 
6. B&H, Catalog (after December 1936): EUCI-IMI/R 2677. Foreword. 
7. The Denman SLreet premises were last mentioned in lnstru.111n1.ts Uarl /6: HM/ 

B&H A227 /029. Substandard instruments were sent there. 
8. B&I-1, Catalog (after December 1936): EUCHMI/R 2677: page after A62. 
9. H&S, 1927 catalog, 3. 
10. Ibid. 
11. Based on a photograph of the Boosey & Co. workforce. HM/B&H. 
12. Coucsnon had taken over Gautrot in 1883 and by 1911 employed more than 

1,000 employees in eight factories. By I 9 I '.o Conn had a workforce of 303 and was tech­
nologically far more advanced than any British firm. Waterhouse, lnd~x, 72, 73, 59, 70. 

13. C. G. Conn Ltd., New WondnSr,xoJJ/w11,s (1925) EUCI-IMI/R 2577: 5. 
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WORKS EDGW I.RE MIDDLESEX. 

FIGURE 2. Sonorous Works, Edgware. I-I&S XXth Century Saxophone Catalogue 
c.1929 (JI-IPC) 

Although the official merger date of Boosey & Co. and Hawkes & Son 
was September 30, 1930, it was some years before Boosey & Hawkes fully 
integrated its businesses and benefited from being one large company. 
The removal of Boosey lo the Hawkes works al Edgware was costly and 
required considerable planning. However, the restructuring and unifica­
tion of the workforce and factory lines progressively eliminated duplica­
tion of company expenses. Production continued without interruption 
throughout this period, but the integration of two large workforces and 
implementation of new work practices required major reorganization al 
the factory. The eight-mile move was organized by the Works Manager, 
Arthur Blaik.ley, 11 who was responsible for the cominuation of instrument 
production.I'• Boosey & Hawkes commented that "the re-equipment ofa 
great works was a mighty undertaking," 1'; and it was more than two years 
before Boosey had completely transferred to Edgware. 17 

In 1931 Boosey & Hawkes set up an in-name-only subsidiary company 
called the "Brit.ish Band Instrument Company." Many cheaper quality 

14. Lener from G. Hawkes to Langwill (Augus1 16, 1932): EUCHMI/L 281. 
15. A letter dated Dece mber 13, 1932 from Margaret F. Blaikley (an employee) to 

Langwill sets out the silllation: "Mr. Arthur Blaikley [ ... ] is at present and has been for 
some monlhs, working al very high pressure to get the machinery and men from this 
factory moved out to Edgware and combined with the Hawkes' factory, without inter­
fering with the normal outptH of work[ ... ] we do not know from day to day where men 
and goods will be." EUCI-IMI/ L 470. 

16. B&H, Catalog (after May 1, 1935):JMPC, 1. 
17. Geoffrey Hawkes stated in a lener to Langwill dated August 18,1932 that "It is 

unlikely that the collection [of historic musical instrume nts] will be available for view 
in September, for we shall still be moving then, in fact our works will not be completely 
moved until Christmas." Lener, EUCI-IMI/L 288. 
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instruments, including the "Regent" models, were sold under this name 
with some stamped "British Band Instrument Company Ltd.," however, 
only a small proportion of instnunen ts were actually recorded as such in 
the company workbooks. 18 A joint Boosey & Hawkes model numbering 
system was introduced from September 1932 for brass instruments and 
December 1933 for woodwinds. 1D This was fully developed by 1935 and 
used in the first comprehensive combined catalog. From 1936 Boosey & 
Hawkes regularly made brass instruments of all different types for 
Besson and manufactured multiple instruments of certain models as 
stencils for the dealer JR. Lafleur, who exported them to America. A 
number of instruments were stamped with other dealers ' names, such as 
P_ Carabot (a Maltese dealer) and W. Grey. 

The Identity of Boosey & Hawkes After the Merger 

During the early years of amalgamation, while continuing to produce 
the separate model lines of its antecedents, Boosey & Hawkes struggled 
to find an identity. But, with the introduction of jointly designed models, 
the company started to promote itself as a modern, progressive company 
that placed emphasis on engineering skill and machines, and on scien­
tific precision and accuracy in manufacture. Throughout the earl iest 
consolidated catalogs, Boosey & Hawkes confidently projected the image 
of a strong, forward-looking, and proudly British company that had en­
tered a new age of British technology.20 However, that approach was of­
ten colored with overtones of the pompous and self-inflated attitude of 
earlier Hawkes & Son catalogs, considering itself to be the biggest and 
the best Boosey & Hawkes employed a complete range of materials, met­
als, and processes and were equipped with new machines. This was a 
contrast to firms like Rudall Carte that were still using traditional meth­
ods and continued to use antiquated tools for some years thereafter. 21 

Although Boosey & Hawkes projected an image of modernity, manu­
facturing processes in American factories were further advanced, and it 

18. B&I-1, /11s/ru111n1/s limss /4, l11s/ru1w11/s 1/mss I 5: HM/8&1-I A227 /058, A227 /059. 
I 9. Inside the front cover of lnslr 1111ie11/s !lmss 15: I-IM/8&1-l A227 /059. 
20. The firs, B&H catalogs were presented in simp le black loose-leaf ring-binders 

stamped with a gold embossed hawk and bugle-the combined B&H emblems, 
and was compi led with the appropriate pages for distribution to specific clients and 
markets-military, orchestral, brass and dance band musicians. 

21. Robert Bigio, Hudnll, Rose & Carf1!. Tlw 1\rt r~f f/,p flute i11 /Jril(li11 (London: Tony 
Bingham, 2011), 15L 
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is possible Hawkes & Son's expansion and relocation to the Edgware 
premises five years earlier had been inspired by the American firm 
C. G. Conn Ltd., who similarly presented itself in catalogs as a large, 
modern, and progressive company. Hawkes' advertising style and word­
ing in its Edgware catalogs bear more than a passing resemblance to 
Conn's earlier literature.n After the merger, Conn's influence on manu­
facturing techniques at Boosey & Hawkes was clear; by 1932 it had 
adopted Conn's hydraulic expansion process for making seamless brass 
tubes, and later in the decade its Stroboconn, a chromatic stroboscope 
for checking tuning to within 100th of a semitone.2 '1 

During the 1930s, Boosey & Hawkes argued that its adoption of mod­
ern methods such as hydraulic expansion and the use of newer materials 
provided better accuracy in production. The company described itself 
as a firm with "vast experience covering literally hundreds of years, now 
joined with engineering knowledge and equipment more advanced 
than any other in the world"21 (their Britjsh customers were assumed ig­
norant of the advances pioneered by Conn and other American firms). 
Although Boosey & Hawkes promoted a move away from traditional 
methods of manufacture, it did acknowledge that in instrument making, 
the scientific approach alone was not sufficient. The catalog stated, 

[W]e have made enough instruments to know that although theory, science 
or acoustics, blue prints and engineers' plans are an invariable help in the 
construction of the perfect musical instrument, yet experience has proven 
to us that theory alone can never produce the artist's instrument. The re is 
something more in a musical instrument that only the really skilled artisan 
can produce.2:1 

Customers were offered a personal service, with the "personal filling and 
adjusting to the purchaser of best grade instruments."26 Boosey & 
Hawkes emphasized t.he importance of well-tuned instruments, declar­
ing t.hat its tuning rooms were "equipped with every conceivable device, 
[ with] highly paid testers and factory staff ... at your disposal." However, 
the devices traditionally used umil the late 1930s were a harmonium, 
chime bars, and tuning forks, after which the chromatic stroboscope was 

22. C. G. Conn Ltd., Saxoj,lwnes, 5. 
23. The Stroboconn was patented by Conn in 1936. C. G. Conn Ltd., Clmiuels flutes 

Oboes Leaflet: EUCHMI/L 8-28-39. 
24. B&H, Catalog (after December 1936): EUCHMI/R: I. 
25. Ibid., 2. 
26. Ibid., 2. 
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introduced into the factory, 27 but even then the old methods were still 
employed. 28 

The new Boosey & Hawkes design and development department was 
described as staffed by "acoustic experts, highly qualified men with 
college degrees."2'' In its literature, the company claimed the Boosey col­
lection of historic musical instruments kept at the factory was used for 
reference by the designers who were "constantly evolving designs, experi­
menting with new bores, in fact new everything.":io However, the com­
pany did admit that very rarely was anything new found; for example, 
it continued Lo promote and feature Boosey's 1923 innovations of 
New Valve Action and "Silbron" valves well into the 1930s but now em­
phasized the role that new small precision machines played in their 
manufacture.~ 1 

Mechanization in the Factory 

The development of new factory methods using machinery ultimately 
led to the replacement of skilled craftsmen by unskilled operators. 
Boosey & Hawkes stated, under the caption "British engineering revoh.1-
tionizes instrument production," that "the result of the amalgamation of 
two firms of magnitude" and "the mingling of brains and tools, has ne­
cessitated vital changes in methods and designs."'12 The company's use of 
hydraulic expansion (as at Conn) was first employed for saxophone pro­
duct.ion in 1932. T his major advance in manufacturing techniques en­
abled the bell, bow, and crook to be seamlessly expanded from single 
pieces of metaP'1 Hydraulic dies were created for the new process, which 
was considered modern, scientific, precise, and accurate. In the words of 
Boosey & Hawkes, "Hydraulic expansion takes the guess out of Brass in­
struments for ever.":H They stated that nothing was left to chance with 

27. B&H, Woodwitul Yearbook (B&H, 1940): 13 and 17. 
28. Ibid .. 59. 
29. At Boosey & Co. David Blaikl ey, a self-educated but highly respected acoustician 

who had been appointed Works Manager in 1868, aged 27, had continued to be re­
sponsible for instrument design until he retired in 1930. 

30. B&I-I, Catalog (after December 1936): EUCHMI/R.: 3. The B&Co. collec!ion of 
historic musical instrum e nts was stancd by David Blaikley. h is this collection that is 
now held at the Horniman Museum. 

31. Ibid., 5. 
32. Ibid., I. 
33. B&I-1 Ltd., The Bormy & I lowktts !Ju.llrtin. S11J1jJlnnn1t lo llut J\1elody Maker (March 

1932): iii. 
34. B&H, Catalog (after December I 936): JMPC, 3. 
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"no guess work [ ... )-no reliance on old-time skill which varied accord­
ing to the health and temperament of the worker. Accuracy is built in 
this saxophone, every model made is an exact replica of the perfected 
master instrument."~,; Boosey & Hawkes included photographs of the 
processes in its catalogs (fig. 3) ;:in the use of hydraulic expansion for 
making parts of brass instruments after the Second World War revolu­
tionized manufacture at Boosey & Hawkes. Saxophone key-making and 
positioning were also performed by machine, with the keys steel bushed 
and strongly constructed from one piece of Aero-Metal instead of by the 
old method of hand or power forging.'17 

New machinery was used for making mouthpieces for brass instru­
ments. Boosey & Hawkes claimed that the introduction of new technol­
ogy and equipment, as well as the extensive facilities at the Edgware 
factory enabled "correct scientific principles" to be applied lo manufac­
turing. They emphasized the importance of a suitable mouthpiece for 
each player and instrument and the effect it had on tone and intona­
tion.~8 Wide ranges of mouthpieces for all instruments were introduced. 
The "Kosikup," originally a Hawkes design, was described as being "built 
on strictly scientific lines":l!l and "accurately cut by high-dass machine 
tools" from "the most perfect" brass rod. However, in spite of all its in­
tended scientific accuracy, Boosey & Hawkes, with reference to a chart of 
mouthpiece measurements, added that although the greatest possible 
care was taken to standardize the various models as specified, "the mea­
surements quoted above can only be taken as approximate."10 

Boosey & Co. and Hawkes & Son Models Retained After the Merger 

For the first few years after the merger, while reorganization of the 
company took place, both Boosey & Co. and Hawkes & Son models con­
tinued to be made. The 1932 catalog (brass instruments only) did not 
contain any new designs.11 By September 1932, brass lines had been inte­
grated and a list of instruments to be included in a new catalog was 

35. B&I-I Ltd., liulletin: iii. 
36. B&I -I, Catalog (before May I, 1935):jl-IPC. 
37. B&I -1 Ltd., liulleli11: iii. 
38. B&I-I, Catalog (after December 1936): EUCI-IMI/R: 28. 
39. B&I-I Ltd., liand /11slrumeu/s m11/ i\a:essmies by lioosey & I/makes ( 1932): AMPC, 29. 
40. B&I-I, Catalog. (after December 1936): EUCI-IMI/R. p.29 and p.30. 
41. B&I-1 Ltd., Ba1Ul Juslrume11ls mu/ Ar.cessmies by Boose;• & I lowkes ( 1932): AJvlPC. 










































































