Ralph McLaneclarinet
Sterling Hunkinscello & Milton Kaye, piano

. .. in A Minor for Claninet,
Brahms. qqu Qioloncello & Piano, Op.114

Ralph McLane
with
Gtenling Funking, Viotoncetto - Milton TKaye, Pano

K e K 1% RECRK MK Tt MK K RK >
CDQMH’HQCQRCQS The next time we met was under funny

The first time | learned of Ralph McLane circumstances. | found living in New York difficult because |
was when | came to New York from Detroit in 1933, at the never had enough money. Due to this, my lessons with Bonade
age of nineteen. 1 had made an appointment with Daniel were now every other week. This was during the peak of The
Bonade, with the hope of studying with him. When | came to Depression and | found it necessary to go to the Musician’s
audition for Bonade, there was another man sitting there, with Emergency Aid on West 57th Street -- and there was McLane!
long hair and a flowing polka dot bow-tie. He was having a We then had a real understanding of each other! That was the
conversation with Bonade and mentioned he had just been start of our friendship.
studying with Gaston Hamelin in France. Bonade asked me if | McLane originally came from Lynn, Massa-
was embarrassed about playing in front of the stranger and | chusetts. He was seven years older than I, and his birthday
said, No, / was alright. | was young, cocky and sure of myself. was in December -- same as mine. Later on, when we became
That stranger turned out to be Ralph McLane! McLane sat better friends, we would celebrate our birthdays together. His
there smoking a cigarette, listening. Being from the Mid-west, first teacher’s name was Vannini, who was also the teacher of
the big concert piece for me was the Rigoletto Fantasy. Both Valerio and the better clarinet players in Mass. | asked McLane
Bonade and McLane winced when | started, and after a while, how he came to study with Hamelin and he told me that as a
McLane excused himself. | continued with the audition and young man, he would attend the Boston Symphony Concerts.
Bonade accepted me as his pupil. These lessons were extremely One time he was late and when he finally got to his seat, the
expensive; ten dollars a lesson, while the going price at that famous and beautiful clarinet solo of the Oberon Overture was
time was five dollars. about to begin. This being the first time he heard Hamelin, he

When | left Bonade’s apartment, MclLane was completely taken with his sound and thought it to be the
was waiting for me outside. He asked me where [ lived, and | most beautiful tone he had ever heard. At that moment, he
told him, /n the Bronx, but was thinking of moving to West decided he must study with that man! A short time after that,
56th Street. He told me he lived of West 56th Street, and McLane began his studies with Hamelin, in Boston. When
when | suggested riding downtown together, he said, Let’s Hamelin returned to France, McLane followed him and
walk! At that time | wasn’t aware that he didn’t have any continued studying for approximately two years.
money, but after looking at him closely, | could see that he McLane didn’t have much orchestral exper-
was down-on-his-uppers. However, he still looked distin- ience since there weren’t any training orchestras or the like. In
guished! Later on, it dawned on me that he was a short version those days, one could only learn in small theatre orchestras.
of George Enesco, with his long hair and flowing bow-tie. He had some introductions to N.B.C., but at that time they
While we walked downtown, he said, Look, / don’t want to didn’t have a Symphony Orchestra, only an ensemble called
discourage you, but you're not going to learn a lot from Hugo Mariani and his Salon Orchestra. Ralph was given an
Bonade. You're well advanced and everything he’ll show you, | opportunity to play second clarinet to Louis Greene but Ralph
can show you in two lessons. (I think he was trying to con me thought he should play first clarinet and convinced Greene to

into being his student, because he needed the money!) move over. The inevitable happened! MclLane’s inexperience
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ruined the broadcast and he was fired. Later on, there were
auditions for the Music Hall Orchestra, with Erno Rappai
conducting. The Music Hall had a symphony orchestra of
almost one hundred men and gave Sunday concerts. They gave
auditions on the stage but McLane didn’t get the job and was
terribly frustrated. | would meet him after auditions to see
how he made out. He would come out and say, Davey, we're
going to show them yet. I've got something to say and I’ll
show them yet. Which he subsequently did!

Bonade went to France for his summer
vacations and McLane would substitute for him in the C.B.S.
Symphony, which was under Howard Barlow and subsequent-
ly became first clarinet in that orchestra. There were more
clarinet players than jobs and competition was great. The
second clarinet player was from Massachuesetts also - a man
named Guy Disair. McLane got his wonderful mouthpiece
from him. Disair had two Chedeville 8’s and he gave one to
McLane, which he used until his untimely death.

McLane was an interesting person. He had a
marvelous sense of humor, was artistic and drew wonderful
caricatures. He could play all kinds of parodieson the clarinet,
including “ricky-ticky” jazz for fun -- a very talented man in
every respect! But, he was obsessed with playing beautifully,
even to a point of missing bars. | remember he once spent a
tremendous amount of time working up the Mozart Quintet.
He would send me into the hallway to see how the tone
carried and | would come back and describe the sound. He'd
then put me in a closet, close the door and while | was
suffocating, | would tell him how the tone projected. Then, he
would go into the closet and ask me how the tone projected.
He was such a perfectionist on sound and the embouchure. He
took a good, healthy amount of mouthpiece in his mouth and
kept the clarinet, not in the position that Bonade did, but
almost on a 45 degree angle. He held it up, not quite to the
German style, but more like Hamelin. That interested me.
When | went back to Bonade years later to learn about reeds, |
was reminded that Bonade insisted that students hold their
clarinets down. It was more a problem of Bonade’s embou-
chure,since he had an overbite and couldn’t hold the clarinet
up even if he wanted to. But, MclLane didn’t play that way
and, of course, he had this beautiful, well-centered tone.

We used to practice duets together and
McLane liked my style since | was the first person he knew
who played with two lips. He also played with two lips, which
he had learned from Hamelin. He would grab my arm
sometimes as we were playing and he’d say, You have to feel
the tone; it has to grab. There has to be substance in the core.
It has to be a wet, supple sound (as opposed to dry and hard).
He always talked about blowing through the clarinet, not into
it, and sending the tone across the room and thinking your
sound should project to the last row in the balcony. This
concept was a worthwhile one and it helped me to a point
where people would compare my sound to that of McLane’s.
Needless to say, this annoyed McLane because he was obsessed
with having the most beautiful sound - better than anyone
else’s.

Our association was very good, and one
summer Ralph and |, with our wives, rented a cottage near
Croton, New York, which was a lot of fun. It was here that
his son, Armond, started to take his first steps. Incidently,
Hamelin’s son was also named Armond.
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Our friendship almost came to a bitter end
when he was negotiating for a substantial raise in salary with
the Philadelphia Orchestra, and they didn’t want to pay it. The
management auditioned other clarinet players there, including
Cioffi, and | got the job. When MclLane heard that | was
chosen for the position, he said, “You’re taking my job away.”
“No, Ralph, | would never do that,” | replied. And | never did
accept his job! He wound up getting his raise in salary.

Prior to this Philadelphia position, McLane
played with W.O.R. and Wallenstein was the conductor. It was
a very good orchestra and Wallenstein gave Ralph many
opportunities to play the Mozart Concerto. He was very fond
of McLane both personally and artistically. Wallenstein also
scheduled works with interesting clarinet parts. There was a
time when W.O.R. did a series of Mozart Operas and McLane
did La Clemenza di Tito (Parto Parto) and it was outstanding.
He achieved most of his experience with this very fine
orchestra.

In 1938 Ralph and his wife went to Europe
to visit her family. When they returned, Ralph couldn’t get
organized since their things were in storage. He asked me to
bring him some scales to practice. He didn’t have any music so
I brought him the Baermann scales. He wouldn’t even look at
them. | also brought him Leduc’s edition of Hamelin’s scales,
and he said, Where did you get that? When | was studying with
Hamelin, he was writing these things. He grabbed the book and
thought it was excellent. His favorite exercises were the
fingered thirds in the Klose book and the Rose studies. He
would spend hours on the slow Rose 32 Etudes and Baermann
Book 1V and concentrated on the connection of notes, perfect
legato! The tone had to be even in all registers and
homogeneous in character. Each note had to have the same
quality and the same size from the bottom to the top. in
playing a passage, he had infinite patience. Many favorites
were worked on, over and over, like the Manfred Symphony
by Tchaikovsky (he played that one to death!), the slow
movement of Tchaikovsky’s Violin Concerto, Pathetique
Symphony, Francesca da Remini and Thomas’ Mignon Over-
ture cadenza and the famous solo in the Second Symphony of
Rachmaninoff. Passages like these he’d go over and over again,
and | wore out shoe leather going down the hall to see how the
tone carried!

Earlier in our association (1935-36) when |
couldn’t afford lessons | had the opportunity to be heard by
Mr. Bellison and subsequently studied with him under a N.Y.
Philharmonic scholarship. | gained a great deal of knowledge
from him, especially chamber music and orchestral literature.
McLane knew that | was studying with Bellison. When
McLane had to play some thing with an important part, he
would say, What would Mr. Bellison do here? He had great
respect for Bellison’s orchestral experience although he
didn’t particularly care for his style, since Bellison was very
Germanic and McLane was the epitome of fine French
playing.

When | finally met Hamelin and took
lessons from him in Europe, we talked about McLane, and
Hamelin said that McLane was his star pupil! He was very
proud of him, even though when he left, he took a
mouthpiece and didn’t pay for it. Which is something to a
Frenchman!
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